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HOLLY BRUNS

CHAMELEO N

The only thing I ever wanted to be when I grew up was beige. Beige is
anonymous. And I am. You'll see.
My dad used to bet me that I couldn't repeat the word he was about to say.
"Antidisestablishmentarianism," he'd say. And he'd say it once. I'd let the sound
come into me like a musical note and wait for it to take hold. Then I'd give it
back-all in one breath.
"Antidisestablishmentarianism," I'd sputter. If I got it right, Dad would give
me a quarter.
"Spell it," he'd challenge. "You spell it now and I'll give you a dollar."
So I'd try to spell it. If I got it wrong, I'd have to give back the original
quarter. But if I got it right, he'd hand me the dollar and up the ante.
"OK, smarty-pants," he'd say, "now define it. You define it and if you get it
right, I'll give you a five. Then you'll have six dollars and twenty-five cents."
Believe me-I tried really hard to define those words. I wanted to turn those
definitions into bullets and shoot them into my father's eyes. But most times, at
least in the beginning, I didn't know the definitions. So I'd make them up. If I
got it wrong-if I didn't know what those impossible words meant-I'd have to
give back all the money and most of my self-respect, and all I'd be left with was
hatred and frustration.
But you can only do that for so long. I took to reading the dictionary. And
that one time, when I correctly repeated and spelled the word antidisestablishmentarianism, but defined it as "a place where Negroes, women, and children
are not allowed to go in," my father laughed like a maniac, swiping his money
back from my hand, calling me a "second-grade ignoramus." He called me that
because I was in the second grade at the time.
"Naomi," he said, "you are a second-grade ignoramus." He held the five
dollar bill above my face waving it back and forth, daring me to reach up and
yank it away. Instead, I took the dollar and the quarter he'd given me a minute
earlier and held them out to him in the palm of my hand. "Can you spell and define the word ignoramus?" he asked, taking back his money.
I'll never forget that. I never forget anything. That night when I looked up
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the word antidisestablishmentarianism, I also discovered the word anonymous.
That word was something that filled an empty pocket in my brain. I had been
waiting for a word to come along that might finally describe how I so often felt.
Anonymous.
Sometimes I say to myself, "Naomi, you have grown up to be a-nonymouse," and I laugh. But I laugh quietly. Nony-mouses do everything quietly.
I think laughing is important. My dad taught me about that too. He was an
expert at practical jokes.
Here's an example. When I was seven, my dad took me hunting. The joke
was one of Dad's "all-day" jokes. It started when he woke me up in the dark.
He got down on his knees next to my bed and put his lips right against my ear
and screamed, "GET UP YA LITTLE SHIT, WE'RE GOING HUNTING!" I
thought it was a dream at first. A nightmare. I jumped out of my sleep.
It wasn't a dream, though. Dad was all dressed and ready to head out the
door. He even had his hat on. It was one of those jungle-camouflage kinds of
hats that have the earflaps that pull down from inside the cap, and sure enough,
even though he was still in the house, the flaps were pulled way down over his
ears. He kept laughing. He said I looked like a cartoon character jumping out of
my sleep like that.
Mama, in her exhausted chenille bathrobe and deteriorating terry-cloth slippers, stood in the kitchen under a ring of fluorescent light-which hummed and
flickered uncontrollably-looking very much like a vertical cadaver. The light
mottled her skin into blotches of purple and gray. She gave me some greasy buttered toast in wax paper and handed Dad a thermos of hot chocolate.
It was cold outside.
November.
In a fatigued, drawn-out motion, she bent toward me to tie my knit cap under my chin. Her lips were tight and round, as if she might pucker up and kiss
me good-bye, but as soon as she had completed her task, she drew away again
and folded her arms in front of her chest. "Try not to get on your daddy's
nerves," she said, "and for God's sake, Naomi, don't do anything stupid." She
spun around and plunked her hands into some scalding dishwater in the kitchen
sink. Clouds of steam rose up around her head and swallowed her face. She was
nebulous and faded, a kitchen apparition, as Daddy squeezed his long fingers
around my neck and pivoted me toward the door.
The sky was still dark as we began the drive to the Portis farm. On the way
there, Dad stopped at a diner and dumped the hot chocolate out on the parking
lot. "Hot chocolate is for sissies," he said. He turned off the car and told me to
sit still until he got back. He was in there for a while. I guess he ate some breakfast. I sat in the car straining to see him through the lighted windows but all I
could see, really, was my breath. Finally, Dad came back to the car and handed
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me the thermos. He said, "It's about time you learned to drink black coffee. It'll
put hair on your balls." And then he laughed again, demented, and as pure as
crystal.
I laughed, too. I tried to imagine showing up at the school playground
bouncing a rubber ball with hair on it. I chuckled between sips of hot, black
coffee and wondered why my mother always wore such a sour face even though
she was married to such a funny man.
After we pulled away from the diner and were back on the road, Dad got
real quiet. In a hurry to impress him, I finished half of the coffee and suddenly I
felt like talking. I started up an endless barrage of chatter, all the while fixing
my vision on my dad's profile.
"You know, Daddy," I said, "last night I dreamed that you took me to the
Akron zoo and I fed some peanuts to the big bear. When I reached my hand in,
he grabbed me in his mouth and swallowed me. But the funny thing was, he
didn't chew me up. I went down into his throat and there was a swing there and
I landed on it. I was swinging back and forth in his throat looking out a window
in his neck."
Dad didn't reply to this but he seemed to be listening so I prattled on.
"Anyway, I could see out the window, and Mama was crying. She kept
yelling for the zookeeper to get me out, but the man said it was too late. You
told Mama that the zoo was getting ready to close and you pulled her away
from the cage by her arm. I was yelling to you from the little swing but you
couldn't hear me. It was a really scary dream. Do you ever have bad dreams like
that, Daddy?" I asked him.
The sun was coming up over the horizon and it was like a spotlight on his
face. His hat was off, his black hair was long and oily and raked back over the
top of his head in ropy strands, and he had a sooty, unshaved appearance. There
were fat, dark whiskers sprouting from his chin and cheeks and upper lip. On
the right side of his face, the only side I could see, there was an old scar that ran
from his jungle-printed jacket. He pulled the sun visor down and made shadows
over his eyes. I was thinking that he looked like the coffee I was drinking-dark
and bitter-and at that moment I was overcome by a sense of nausea.
"Hush, Naomi," he finally said to me. "You talk too much. I need to think.
Just be quiet for a while."
I stared into the sun until I felt blind, then surveyed the passing countryside
and waited for the dazzling pinholes in my vision to close up so I could see
again. Everywhere the ground was covered by frost and looked silver in the
morning sun. I saw tiny diamonds at the tips of cattails. Lifeless brown leaves
blew in bunches across the gravel road in front of the car. My warm coffeebreath had made intricate ice patterns on the window beside me. I reached up
and scratched an N in the ice.
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Suddenly, in the quiet hum, Dad spoke. "It's backwards, you nincompoop."
"What?"
"The N, numskull. You got the N backwards."
I looked over at my dad. He was smiling. He took his right hand off the
steering wheel, reached over, and patted my head. "You know the difference between a girl pheasant and a boy pheasant?" he asked me.
I tried to imagine what the punch line would be. Boy pheasants go to work
and girl pheasants stay home and do the laundry? I just shook my head and took
another sip of coffee.
"Well," he said, "this is important, so listen up."
He was staring at the road again. The sun framed his moving lips. I was
held spellbound, waiting for his mischief.
"Girl pheasants are ugly and boy pheasants are flashy and handsome."
He said it with such a bankrupt voice that I thought he wasn't finished. I
waited. He said nothing more and he didn't laugh, and I didn't "get it" at all,
and we drove the remainder of the gravel roads in silence. I felt confused and
didn't understand why. I thought it was because of the coffee.
But it wasn't the coffee. It was the truth. Dad's truth. And his truth confused
me.
Finally, finally, I did get it. It was hours later and the silver morning had
turned into a brilliant, cold autumn afternoon.
I was lying on my belly with Dad's gun propped on a scrawny, fallen tree
trunk. Dad was giving me very specific instructions about how to aim his shotgun/rifle, and I was trying carefully, I was laboring, to hear and memorize every
detail.
"The gun you are presently holding," he instructed, "is called a Savage
Combination. It is both a shotgun and a rifle. The top barrel is a 410-shotgun. It
shoots shotgun shells. Shotgun shells spray a wide target at a short distance.
The front trigger..." He paused, then continued, "Are you listening to me, young
lady?"
I didn't dare take my cheek off the stock to look up at him. I could feel him
standing behind me, staring down at me, but he had instructed me to keep my
position as soon as he had placed me behind that gun. "I'm listening, Daddy," I
answered.
"The front trigger is the trigger for the shotgun. When you are shooting
pheasants, it is the trigger you pull first." He kicked the outside of my ankle
with his boot and told me to repeat, word for word, what I had just been taught.
I did it.
"Very good. Now listen up. The bottom barrel is a 22-rifle. It shoots rifle
bullets. Rifle bullets are for longer distances. They do not spray buckshot. And
because they are single missiles, they require more accuracy. But if you fuck up
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on the shotgun, and Naomi, I just know that you are going to fuck up, then immediately you move your trigger finger back to the rifle trigger, take aim at
your moving target, because believe me, your target will be moving by then,
and you blast that fucking bird with the rifle. You got that, missy?" he asked.
"Got it." Every word. I had every word. Shotgun on top. Shotgun first.
Shotgun trigger in front. Moving target. Rifle on bottom. Rifle second. Rifle
trigger in back.
"Now," he resumed his tutorial, "this shotgun thinks she is stronger than
you are. That is false. You are the stronger. Remember that. Now close your left
eye because your right eye is going to do the work. Your right eye, for all intents
and purposes, is labeled the rear sight. The front sight is that little doo-hickey
down at the end of the muzzle. See that little nipple sticking up down there?"
"Yes."
"Well," he said, "us jungle hunters call that little doo-hickey the tit. We like
to think of our guns as women sometimes. Sometimes, after a hunter has had a
few beers and he's feeling a little frisky, well, he says he can reach out with his
tongue and lick the tit of his shotgun." Dad's wild laughter rang out like a bird
call somewhere behind me.
"Well, you point that little tit at your moving target. You gotta wait for the
bird to lift, Naomi, or else you haven't made a legal kill. Only, because you are
just a little bitty shit, you point that tit a little bit above and a little bit in front of
your moving target. The reason for this is because the buckshot or the bullet
loses altitude and momentum as it travels toward your mark. If you time it just
right and you aim it like I've told you, you will bag a bird today. Do you want
to bag a bird today, Naomi?"
"Yes." I wanted to bag a bird more than anything. I would have shot my
foot off if that would have pleased him.
"OK, Naomi, now let's see if you remember what I told you about pheasants. What's the difference between a girl pheasant and a boy pheasant?"
Of course I remembered. "Girl pheasants are ugly," I answered, "and boy
pheasants are flashy and handsome."
"And which kind of pheasant is it legal to shoot and which kind of pheasant
is it illegal to shoot?" he questioned.
Maybe this is where the punch line finally fell. It must be, because he never
once mentioned which ones were legal to shoot and which ones weren't. I certainly would have remembered that. Maybe, after all this sustained confusion,
my dad was going to ease my burden and make me laugh. "I don't know," I
said, and I know I was grinning. I could feel my cheek raise up off the stock of
the gun from the smile.
"What do you mean you don't know?" he demanded. "Weren't you listening?" His voice was bitter and forbidding. It wasn't a joke after all.
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My stomach was in knots. I could feel it pulling up into my throat. Had he
really told me which ones were legal to shoot? No. I would never have missed a
detail like that. I remained silent.
There was no sound for many minutes. I wanted to look back at my father
so badly to read his face. I wanted to see if he was grinning or frowning. To see
if that deep gully had cut a path across the bridge of his nose to connect his
black eyes in a glare of angry repugnance. But I did not turn around.
Another minute passed and then I felt the weight of his boot on my back.
He was digging the heel against my spine and it felt like I was going to break in
half at the waist. He delivered more and more pressure until I felt like crying
out, and finally I did cry out the only thing I knew how to say, and I said it fast
and loud, "ALWAYS KILL THE FEMALE!" I cried. Still, I did not look back at
him.
In a very quiet voice, almost a whisper, he said, "Wrong again, dipshit. In
this case, it's always kill the male." I thought I heard pain in his voice then. He
lifted his boot off my back and began to walk away into the brush behind me. "I
gotta take a piss," he said, "and I want you to stay just like that until I get back.
Sooner or later you're gonna see a pheasant out there in that tall grass and I
want you to bag it. Don't disappoint me, Naomi." He walked away until I could
no longer hear the crunching or swishing of his feet.
I did not lift my cheek from the stock. I tried not to think about the discomfort of the burrs that had gathered in thick, tangled bunches on my clothes, biting into my skin. My feet and fingers were senseless in the cold November air.
Looking down the barrel of that Savage Combination with the two barrels,
one on top of the other, and the two triggers, front and back, I canvassed the
landscape resting at the tip of the muzzle. It took awhile to focus. For a few
minutes the scenery floated around on the other side of strangled tears. The tit
of the gun was trembling and I tried with all my might to steady it. When I
failed, I stopped looking at it and concentrated beyond it.
On the other side of the log was a wide expanse of open ground with bits of
scrubby, dry grass gathered in clumps here and there. Beyond that was a dense,
menacing, dull-brown thicket which extended for a hundred feet or more, and
then the thicket gave way to a line of tall, naked trees that reached perilous
black fingers into the blue, blue sky. The sky itself was what caught my attention
the most. It was the absolute blue of heaven. The absolute blue of a blue popsicle.
My favorite blue in all the world. The tree branches standing before that cerulean
backdrop looked black and foreboding and full of mockery.
I heard the rustle and creaking from their branches. It sounded like whispers and twitters, and sometimes, when the wind blew in a gust, it sounded like
clapping hands at our school Christmas pageant. I imagined that they were clapping for my bravery and stamina, and when they twittered and giggled, I imag-
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ined that they had heard and understood the many punch lines about male and
female pheasants I had concocted while I waited to bag my bird.
I waited a long time. A very long time. My father had not returned but
somehow I guessed he could still see me and I didn't dare look away from the
barrel of the gun. My body had stopped feeling pain by the time I finally saw
the pheasant. In fact, the pheasant nearly slipped away unnoticed because my
mind had also taken leave. If he hadn't made his bird noise, if he hadn't given
himself away like that, he could have spent the rest of his day in pleasant agreement with his uncivilized surroundings. But the bird unknowingly announced
himself.
And it was a male, to be sure. I knew it immediately. Less than a hundred
feet away he tiptoed through the tall, dry grass threading iridescent green and
blue and orange-gold into the maize stalks and goldenrod brush. His head wobbled forward and back with each step, and he made a cuck-cuck-cucking sound
as if talking to himself. My finger was on the front trigger, but I had forgotten it.
The pheasant strutted proudly as if he was aware of my weakness. Then suddenly, quietly, Dad's boot heel was grinding into my spine again, and behind me
he whispered, "Naomi, is it male or female?"
''Male,'' I whispered back.
"What are you waiting for?"
Without waiting for the bird to lift, I clenched my teeth and pulled the front
trigger. Buckshot burst from the shotgun and the pheasant rose into the air vertically, like a helicopter, afraid and staggering through the air in panic, falling,
rising, and falling again. My ears were ringing and a pain shot through my
shoulder where the gun had kicked backward. I nearly dropped my weapon and
fumbled to get it back in place next to my face. Dad's heel dug harder. I moved
my trigger finger back to the rifle, bored my vision down to and past the tit at
the end of the barrel, took aim, and holding steady, I directed all of my mental
energy into guiding that single rifle bullet toward its mark, because it was either
him or me, and with one more deafening explosion, I had bagged a pheasant.
When the ringing in my ears began to subside, a waterfall of laughter replaced it. I rolled to my back and looked up at my father. His face was contorted
with amusement and he rocked forward and backward as he laughed, swaying
like a tree on the horizon. I was sick to my stomach. I burped and burning coffee flashed over my tongue and into my nose but I forced it back and commanded myself not to vomit. For the first time, maybe, I could not understand
how my father found humor in what he had just witnessed.
Finally, after another minute of laughter and several more of intense silence, he bent over, took the shotgun from my arms, and rested it against the
log. Then he picked me up, lifting me under my shoulders and knees, and held
me against his warm chest.
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"You are everything I ever wanted in a daughter, Naomi," he said quietly,
gently. "I wouldn't trade you for a dozen sons." He was looking at me with such
tenderness. Tears had come into his eyes and threatened to spill out. His chin
trembled.
I have never felt so wonderful or so uncomfortable as at that moment in my
father's arms. "Let's go see my pheasant," I proposed.
He set me back on the ground. His expression of warmness was gone. "You
get it and bring it back to me," he said. "I'll reload the gun while you get it.
Make sure it's dead before you pick it up," he warned, "'cause it might just be
pissed off and try to poke your eyes out with its beak. And be sure you carry
him by his feet." He put his big hand between my shoulder blades and pushed
me forward.
It was during those next few moments, as I scrabbled and searched through
the weeds in the place where I saw the pheasant surrender, it was then that I became beige. I couldn't really tell if the sound of the gunshot came first or the
stinging in the backs of my legs. I reeled forward, dazed, collapsed into the
brush, until I heard the second shot and sensed the rifle bullet searing the
grasses beside me less than a foot away. I forced myself to stand and turn toward my father.
"DADDY, I'M HERE! DADDY, DON'T SHOOT, I'M HERE!" I could see him
with his foot propped on the log loading the gun again. I ran toward him calling
out, but he'd gone deaf, and I'd gone beige.
"Where are you, Naomi?" he bawled out, then laughed. "I can't see you."
The gun was at his shoulder now and he was staring down the barrel past me,
through me, as if I weren't there.
And suddenly my voice was gone too. "I'm here, Daddy," I whispered.
"Please don't shoot me." My legs gave out then and I dropped into the field like
an autumn leaf. I heard another shot as he splattered buckshot into the air above
me, then a moment passed noiselessly, and finally, as I had expected, I heard the
explosion as he employed the rifle trigger. Then nothing.
Deathly calm descended. I had taken on the color of ordinary sand after all,
according to my own wish. Cool air rustled the tops of tall grasses, making a
soft, soothing huuussshhh around me. My fear was gone and I felt sleepy,
serene, and settled nicely in my obscurity. No further shots rang out and stillness enveloped me.
Later, as the afternoon sun began to dissolve, I crawled through the tall
grass until I was nearly able to touch my father. He was lying on his back on the
other side of the fat log. I could not see his face. My last vision of him before I
collapsed was peculiar and dreamlike. His legs and feet were propped up on the
log pointing toward the clouds. I called out to him but he did not answer me.
One of the Portis boys found us close together in the field just after dark.
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When Jimmy Portis picked me up, I was still clinging tightly to my pheasant. I
refused to let go of it.
"Drop it, Naomi," he said. "It's just a stupid bird and it's dead." He twisted
the bird's stiff feet from my fist and flung it out into the brush behind him.
They say that my father had saved that final rifle bullet for himself. Steadied
the butt of the gun on the log, placed his open mouth over the barrel, the little tit,
and sent the single missile through the back of his skull toward the incredibly blue
afternoon sky.
Now, thirty years later, I can still feel fragments of buckshot bubbled under
the skin on the backs of my legs and I feel like I've undergone important ritual
scarification. Sometimes I think of that scene: my father placing the butt of the
gun on the log, placing his mouth over the tit, and pulling the trigger. I whisper
to nobody in particular, wearing the tiniest bit of a smile that I can't control,
"Hey, Dad, you bagged yourself."
Somehow I know he finds this funny. His laughter falls through the air from
a faraway place and burbles through me like a noisy creek. And from that place
where I cannot see him, where he sees me even when I am beige, he whispers
in my ear, "Naomi, you little ignoramus, why don't you just disappear?"
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SHERYL JOHNSTON

UNDERGROUND BLISS

Part I
Our performance had wrapped, and our pores were oozing with desire to
shake off the weeks of nerve-shattering rehearsals, the endless shackles of discipline. We busted out of the Eleventh Street Theater, pounding the pavement to
Jake's van, kicking off our sandals and digging our toes into his pink shag carpeting. Within seconds we were steaming down the expressway, rap music blaring. Of course I couldn't make out the lyrics but pretended to mouth the words.
There was at least one line I knew: "Do me baby, do me baby all night long;' I
rapped along meaningfully, not able to recall when it was-exactly-that I'd
been done or to predict when I would be done again. Ahh ... the glimmer, the
tease of a personal life writhed wickedly in the film that had become my mind.
Wheels screeching up to the comer of Division and Darnen unleashed our
respective imaginations, hopes, and knees, knobbily poking out from ripped
jeans. My heart leapt ahead of the bodies wriggling from the van, jumping from
shredded vinyl to pavement with laser speed.
"Cutting edge ... ," I captioned, watching the human comic strip of Roxy
striding ahead of me on Wicker Park sidewalks, her biker-shorted thighs brushing together with a slick-slick sound, metal jangling from every facial orifice
with pierced, pinched pleasure.
I chuckled to myself, remembering how she started a rumor in directing
class about my alleged butt tattoos, and for weeks, faces belonging to David
Lynch wannabes appeared before my eyes, asking if I'd be in their films, or at
least let them photograph my tattoos. Cool, I thought, if only this newfound hipness were true! The closest I'd ever gotten to the cutting edge was when a guy
smeared me from head to toe with mashed potatoes in a poignant thirty-minute
flick about incest. But I was clothed the whole time ... and I broke out in an unsightly rash, screwing up the continuity. Oh well, it still took guts.
Jake rushed ahead, hair greased back, beard tickling the "frontal nudity" of
his chest, cut into a pleasurable, hairy V from the zipper of his thrift shop
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leather. He linked arms with Tanya, an intellectual since birth. You know the
type, her mother hung out with the Weathermen, blowing up buildings in between Tanya's feedings. I envied the rickety wire spectacles perched on her
nose and the swath of long, black hair which hung radically to her ass. I moved
in closer, just catching snatches of their artists' dialogue:
"You're a fucking genius."
"No, you're a fucking genius-the way you shot that scene from No Exit,
with everyone tossed together in a chalk-circle of hell-fucking mind-blow!"
I trembled with awe at how casually they discussed Jean Paul Sartre, then
with all of the mental threads of my sixties' consciousness, I thought: Could it
be? Am I finally on the fringe? About to join the underground-with people
young enough to have sprung from my loins? My cholesterol soared at the
thought. Here I was, tossed in this tightly woven ball of urbanity with artists,
people of varying colors and sexual preferences, all twisted up together in the
glorious strands of alternative lifestyles. I felt euphoric ... no, breathless ... almost...politically correct. This was going to be a magical night, I could feel it in
my arthritic bones.
Two spandex queens swirled around me on either side in a taunting figure
eight of magenta and lime. I heard the hoots and hollers, the welcoming open
and slam of a truckdriver's door, and they all disappeared. Zoomed away into
the night-nothing to consider, no questions asked. A Polish grandma rattled
past us with her shopping cart, shaking her babushka in disgust. Then two
Latino teens bopped on by with the chunka-chunka-chunk of their blaring
ghetto blasters, nearly knocking over the grandma. All these cultures blended
together in one sea of urbanity, right here on the cement shores of Division
Street, and I was there.
But now, it was only a few more steps to our favorite hangout. "Czar Bar,
Czar Bar!" we chanted like kids crammed together in a school bus. Jake swung
open the door, folding his chest to his knees, sweeping his hand to the ground in
an exaggerated doorman's gesture. We tripped in, ready for anything, or at least
ready to inhale the watered-down beer, the funky music, the smells of stinky Tshirts and smoky leather, the insidious laughter of punks and drunks and artists
and drifters.
The Czar Bar is long and narrow with a pool table at one end, and whenever I step into the space, it's as if hot mulled wine is coursing through my
veins. Visually, it's a series of celluloid frames filled with color, light, and
shadow cropped to reveal the most diverse, unexpected characters. There's a
big, sassy, brown dog named Ernest (for Hemingway) with a long, scraggly tail
who prances around pretending to own the joint. He only nuzzles up to the regulars, but he'll lap up slopped beer and cigarette butts with any old lush.
Ernest sauntered over to my chair, overpowering me with his doggy breath,
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licking at my chipped toenail polish and between my toes. Finally he slopped his
wet nose between my knees. I started to scratch that tick he always has under his
collar, but then I stopped, right in the middle of Ernie's itch. My eyes were immediately drawn to a vision of black and white posed next to the jukebox. I
swatted the mutt on his behind and sent him on his way as I inched towards the
seductive music searing through the juke's hot, red plastic into my soul.
"You can't always get what you wah-hnt..." Mick Jagger groaned.
Wanna bet? I thought, my feet wheeling in closer as if I were on a dolly shot.
She was short, round, but not fat. She had a shaved head, and I could see
the smoothness of her creamy white scalp poking through the black stubble of
hair. Her face was completely unblemished, like wax, totally white, only accented by the bushy, expressive brows and full, quivering lips, no doubt capable
of telling a million stories. She was wearing a black midriff top, with the straps
of her black brassiere draped over her shoulders. Chains were looped delicately
around her waist and wrists. But even with all that metal and baldness, she was
as feminine as a gardenia. I watched her now, standing with one leg plunked up
on a chair, looking at her two friends and taking long, intense drags from her
cigarette, pinched between black-painted fingernails.
The guy friend was enormous, like one of those Neanderthal wrestlers you
see on cable TV-gap in teeth, skullcap bald, rolls of naked flesh lapping
around his neck and shoulders. He was kissing and fondling a punked-out
blonde woman with fuchsia-striped cheeks, spiky hair, and a face devoid of any
character or expression. Their bodies were bending and twisting like two vacuum-cleaner hoses joined at the mouth in a hopeless suck-hold.
Performance art! I flashed, watching the black and white woman watching
them. She was lunging around the couple like a sprightly cat, or like a photographer covering some media event. I envisioned a closeup of her bare leg pressed
into black, elfin boot, boot perched atop table. But now she leapt to the floor,
thighs spread wide, hands on knees in a baseball catcher pose. Then she slithered
onto her bare tummy, bellying towards them through the cigarette butts and debris, finally stopping to twirl her calves and feet in the air like a kid at the beach.
And all this time, no words, just her laughter.. .heh-heh-heh-heh ...soft and
light, like a fairy's twitter. She sprang to her feet, foot plunked to chair again,
back towards me in a spectacular dorsal display. And it was that moment that I
focused in on an extreme closeup-for there on her back was an enormous, intricately sketched, black butterfly-its wings shooting out from either side of
her spine. Was it a tattoo or an illustration? Did it come off in the tub?
Like I'd been splashed with cold water, I suddenly became aware of the noise,
the chatter, the smoke again. I heard a familiar voice calling to me from across
the bar in a thick, Turkish accent: "Sha-rail, Sha-rail..." and the clatter of her Moroccan earrings, the shuffle of her clogs. The spell was broken momentarily.
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"Sha-rail, vhat are you doing? How izz your scene?"
"Oh, it's coming," I squirmed uncomfortably in this new mode of reality,
"but I'm fed up with my actors. They don't believe Tennessee Williams characters can be gay." I hung my head in shame for being a powerless director.
"Yeah, I know. Such jerks, actors. Vhat are you vatching?" she asked casually, rolling out her own Turkish tobacco into brown cigarette paper. She lit up
and leaned in, knowing that I was scamming out something, and again puffing
out her probing question: "Vhattt are you vatching?"
I could only nod towards the engaging trio. The wrestler and punk woman
were now wrapped in a serious leghold around a flimsy wooden chair. The fairy
had lain down on her side, head cocked to one side, leaning a cheek to hand, her
elbow and upper arm pressed to the floor. She sighed dreamily, and twittered
again, heh-heh-heh-heh ... her voice trailing off into the audio fog of billiards being slammed into pockets, drunken laughter, a muffled TV talk show, doggy
panting, and empty beer bottles clinking into the aluminum can.
Oh, if only I could stop the action, capture this black and white princess in
one delicious, quiet freeze frame-or at least play it back in slow motion. "Last
call," the bartender croaked, showering an entire tub of bottles into the mounting glass and clutter. Ernest barked ferociously in protest. The smell of sweat,
smoke, and leather wafted past my nose as everyone began to shuffle out. Jake,
Roxy, and Tanya tickled us and yanked at our sleeves on the way to the door.
"Hey Zuhal-wanna ride?" Jake urged.
"Sure thing, vhy not?" she laughed, stamping out her ciggy.
I whipped around to look for the dreamy trio, but they were gone. I ran out
the door, finding them again. The wrestler and his girlfriend were stopped,
frozen still, a few feet away from the street. They were locked in a long, passionate embrace and there was no telling how long they'd be stuck that way.
The shaved-headed butterfly woman jumped backwards, put both hands on her
knees and let out a howl, free as a desert coyote. Then Zuhal approached them
boldly and in her best Turkish accent declared, "You know, you two rhea-Hy
should get married. That kind of passion is very rare, very nice!"
The black and white fairy just giggled and giggled, twisting the metal chains
around her waist. Her pouty lips parted and she spoke the only words I had heard
her speak all night. "That's really funny!" she squealed. "You don't know how
funny that is!" She wrapped her small, round body around the nearby spindly tree
like an enchanted child. Then she twisted her chains as delicately as if they were
a strand of pearls, and continued to watch the punk couple's passion with awe.
My friends were yanking me by the arms, and I stumbled along the sidewalk back to Jake's van. But my eyes were still glued to her like magnets. I
couldn't get her image out of my mind.
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Part II
That night I dreamt of butterflies-rising up from my grandmother's quilt
where they had lain dormant since I was five. Hovering in midair above my pillows, they fluttered away into a kind of metamorphosis-no t the kind you see
in biology, where they change from larva to pupa and everyone gasps at nature's
wonders. This was a metamorphosis of wings-from COLOR (little swatches of
granny's housedresses stitched lovingly into my coverlet) to BLACK AND
WHITE (white membranous tissue with embroidered black threading.) And
even after I awoke, I lay in bed watching them flit about my room like a corps
de ballet.
As a serious film student, I want you to know I believe in the connection
between dream and reality. There are dream sequences in all three of my fiveminute films. I'm big on surrealism. But even I have to wonder how those
brightly colored Lepidoptera could suddenly transform into white billowy creatures with black-veined wings and black mouths that moved in a constant sucking motion. And they were quite bold too-I watched one translucent creature
hobble up to my computer, exploring the keys with the long silk antennae
which shot out from its little bald head. She bore a striking resemblance to the
woman I'd seen the night before. But what did it all mean?
I tightened the drawstrings on my sagging pj ' s and raced to the window,
wondering if I should let in some air-recalling a childhood tragedy in which
my brother's bug collection had choked to death in the bowels of a Hellman's
Mayonnaise jar, because he forgot to poke holes in the lid. But the window only
budged an inch ... not enough for them to flit outdoors, but enough for them not
to croak either. Through the panes I zoomed in on the one and only maple
tree-covered with a kind of white, drapey substance. Grabbing my "binocs"
from the desk, I could see that there were hundreds of butterflies, joined at the
wings, drooping from the branches like snagged parachutes.
Foreshadowing, I thought, an important part of every plot line. Did this
mean the butterfly woman was to flutter into my life somehow? Was I supposed
to find her... put her in my next film? I mean, she wouldn't have to talk-I'm
still shooting in silent, 16 millimeter, anyway. She could just BE. . .lunge, writhe,
whatever. Could be very provocative.
I dressed quickly now in army fatigues. (Didn't want to be too slick traipsing down to Wicker Park. Better to look hungry... and since I'm too old to look
like a student, and too Waspy to look like an immigrant, the starving, tormented-artist image was probably my best shot.)
Of course I phoned Zuhal. She would know all the haunts in Wicker Parkwhere to look for a butterfly woman, especially since she was a little batty herself.
"Sha-rail, my God, vhy are you calling me-is it noon already? I was out
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dancing all night at Dreamerz-my God ..."
"Huh? I thought the punks burned Dreamerz down!"
"They did-but you can still dance there ... looks kind of like a bomb site
now, very cool."
"Sorry I woke you, but I wanted to ask your opinion on a treatment I'm
working on. Could you meet for coffee later?" (I knew she couldn't resist any
chance to give her opinion-and frankly, she had pretty good opinions. Nothing
was too far out for her.)
"Oh vell then, ve should go to Urbis Orbis, that's the only place to talk
about film, or whatever. It's full of artistes, and intellectuals talking about their
work ... blah, blah, blah, you know vhat I mean."
I knew what she meant. Whenever she didn't want to finish a sentence, she
always added "blah, blah, blah"-Hurly Burly was the first play she saw when
she came to America, and somehow after that, the "blah, blah, blah" just stuck
with her.
We agreed to meet at noon. I hung up the phone wondering, How will I find
that mysterious fairy? Where could a person possibly work who has a bald head
and butterfly wings shooting out from her spine? I guess the tattoo would be
easy enough to hide, but the head ...
Where do people like that get a job? The counterculture types, the aliens
from the yuppie-bourgeoisie, the real freakos? Where had I seen them-the
guys with serial-killer grins, the lobotomy victims who speak in monotones
from behind the service counter? Certainly someone like her could get a job at
the CTA, McDonald's maybe ... the post office, for sure. Nah ... they'd probably
make her wear a wig or some kind of head-covering, and she'd just have too
much integrity for that.
I laced up my combat boots, still trying to figure it out. Maybe she was an
artist's model, posing for some life drawing class at the Art Institute, her
smooth, white flesh curved around a waxed apple. Or maybe she was an artist
herself, sweating over a large canvas stretcher in one of those musty lofts along
Milwaukee. Probably sleeps on the floor next to her slop jars of paint. Unless
she's one of those angry ones-creating sculpted statements from plaster, broken glass, and crotch hair. No, she's too delicate for that.
In fact, she's really delicate, like a rare orchid. Suspiciously beautiful...perhaps she's the mistress of some famous artist or writer-it's possible. After all,
Nelson Algren lived in Wicker Park (God rest his soul). So there must be others
around-wealthy and wicked enough to lure a lovely, baldheaded butterfly to
their lair.
All of this speculation was driving me mad! I had to get going. I rushed to
the mirror, finger-forking my bangs onto my forehead, smearing on ivory ''I'man-artist-so-1-don't-give-a-damn" base. No blush ... too healthy looking. I glopped
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on some dime store cake mascara so I'd look like I belonged, instead of desperate-you know, like some crazy mom looking for the daughter who ran away at
fifteen, or some pissed-off landlady hassling the butterfly for back rent. If I was
going to find the baldheaded fairy, I had to be cool.
I race-walked to the El. (By the time you get to be my age, there's no slow
walking anymore-especiall y if you expect to carry around seventy-five pounds
of film equipment like everybody else.) A filmmaker should always take the
El-there's a million stories in the frames of those minuscule windows-so
many little moments of aliveness in those neighborhoods-on back porches and
in alleys and subway stations. Inside can be good, too. This time I sat next to a
former homeless person named Terence. He showed me an "employee-of-themonth" plaque from a shelter where he works. We exchanged numbers and
made a date to talk about a documentary on his life.
I hopped off at Darnen and North, tripping down the steps past the guy
hawking Hispanic and Polish newspapers, the ever-hip Borderline Cafe, and the
offices of multitalented physicians with five-syllable names who do everything
from cataract surgery to com removal.
I had some time to kill before I was supposed to meet Zuhal, so I decided to
scope out the scene-maybe I'd see the fairy, or at least I could see what Wicker
Park was like during the day. Walking down Darnen, I noticed the overcast
sky-a kind of dark, rodent-hair gray. Not a great day for a shoot...a major budget-burner for any filmmaker. The gutters were choked with burrito wrappers
and empty wine bottles. I thought about how different the underground looked
during the day. It has kind of an artsy-foreign-poverty-stricken feel. Could make
an interesting mood piece. Lots of Polish, Mexican, and Slavic women with
laundry baskets perched on their behinds. Artists wearing paint-splattered overalls with one undone suspender. Their heads were wrapped in cotton bandannas
(preferred color, black, tied mid-ear, to show the array of dangling metal).
A street merchant wandered past-one of those swarthy Mediterranean
types. He was wearing a harness and peddling his wares, "Tube socks-twofer-a-dollah !" With all that white cotton hangin' everywhere off his arms and
back, he looked like a dustmop. I slipped him a couple of bucks and he stuffed
four pairs of tube socks in my backpack.
Now I was at Division, pressing my nose against the glass of a Mexican
bakery, featuring wedding cakes against a backdrop of pink foil and plastic jungle foliage. The name of the bakery was Las Villas-probably because each
cake could easily serve an entire Mexican village. For a second, I entertained
the idea of shooting a short feature on the cakes. I mean, it could be titillating,
or as Zuhal would say, "Very erotique!" The size alone made one's imagination
run wild. The centerpiece looked innocent enough-a straight-laced, white,
layer jobbie, as pure as the driven snow. But then it had these tentacle-like stair-
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ways whipping off to the sides, with the wedding party clinging desperately to
sumptuous, sugar-frosting banisters. The stairways wound provocatively around
five or six other cakes-sometimes just one layer, but usually two-with curvaceous little angels balancing the second layer on their heads. Then at the top,
the piece de resistance-a bride and groom posed together in one of several
positions. Depending upon their level of curiosity, they could be gazing at the
priest, holding hands, waving to guests-or locked in a passionate embrace (the
bride's bosom thrust forward, her back arched ever so slightly and her lips
parted to receive that crucial wedding kiss-the one that seals the deal). It was
the kiss that made me think of her. I dashed inside (thinking a bakery would be
a good place for a woman with no hair to work), but there were only senoritas
behind the counters. Disappointed, I bought a couple of sugar cookies and
headed north to Urbis Orbis.
This coffeehouse always cracks me up. It's a place where ideas are seriously
examined, full of intellectuals, or fake intellectuals (we called them pseudos in
the sixties). They sit for hours behind papers, sketches, and huge puffs of smoke.
And there's even a library there-filled with classic works by Jack Kerouac,
James Joyce, Virginia Woolf-or books on Zen, New Age, or the latest psychobabble. They even have a newsstand, cluttered with art magazines, The Village
Voice, and The Utne Reader. Everyone here is working on a screenplay, or a
novel, or a film, or something. Most of the time they sit there drinking coffee or
munching on sprout sandwiches and bran muffins all day long.
I was here once before for one of Zuhal's "production meetings." Her films
always have the same story line: an aged, but respected professor or businessman falls for a lovely, young Turkish intellectual who works for him. The conflict is introduced when his young, handsome, male protege also wants her. It's
a hopeless triangle and in the end, she can never choose, so she either kills herself or burns her hair. Frankly, I can never figure out the burning hair, but I'm
sure it's something very symbolic to Zuhal. And frankly, when you're in film
school, it's not your place to question anyone's ideas about what makes a good
film. You just pitch in and help because you'll need them to make your next film.
But today, it was a pretty tame group. Actually very few people there-just
lots of tables covered with ashtrays and dishes left over from the night before. A
couple of guys were playin' chess. They were about my age (midlife-crisis-ish),
the kind who'd achieved the "grunge look" years before its time-their heads
probably still reeling from Woodstock, Jefferson Airplane, and the revolution.
Long hair, shaggy, peace symbols everywhere-still sluggin' it out with the establishment, gettin' high and lyin' low. I could relate. But not now.. .l bellied up
to the espresso bar.
The guy standing next to the old samovar bopped on over, with his burgundy ponytail, skull and crossbones T-shirt, and double silver nose ring.
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I ordered a double cappuccino decaf with skimmed milk.
"No chocolate shavings?" he frowned.
"No thanks." I could tell he was bummed.
Within seconds he was back, slopping the cloud of steamed milk into my
saucer as he put it down.
"Excuse me ... do you know a baldheaded woman?"
He looked at me blankly, like he needed more information.
"Kind of like Sinead O'Connor, only with a nice stubble," I added.
"I know lots of 'em," he muttered, his bright blue eyes shifting nervously in
their sockets. He avoided my stare and gazed at a pasty-faced blonde with black
false eyelashes who wandered in carrying a notebook and something by Dostoyevsky.
"No, this one's different," I pressed, trying to get his attention, "she has a
tattoo."
He just laughed at me, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He
leaned over, confidentially, and said, "Ma'am, they all have tattoos. Is she a
dyke?" he queried, trying to be helpful.
"No .. .I dunno." The thought had never occurred to me, but I suppose .. .!
mean no, she was just too feminine, I couldn't think of her that way.
"Where is it?" he pressed, mopping up the bar with a yellow rag.
"Where's what?" I shot back, not knowing what he was going to insinuate
about my little fairy next.
"The tattoo-you know, tush ... armpit?" He was pointing to the body parts
as if I was a student at Berlitz. "I mean, maybe if I knew where it was-you
know, I might be able to remember or somethin' ."
I could see he was sincere. "Oh yeah, of course. It's on her back." I pulled a
flair pen from my fanny pack and drew a sketch on a paper napkin. He watched
with mild interest, perhaps smirking in amusement at my drawing. The samovar
gurgled and guffawed in the background, I could tell it was runnin' on empty.
"See-it's kind of like a butterfly, with wings shooting out from the spine."
My drawing couldn't do it justice. Her butterfly was sooo ... intricate, almost like
lace. It was hard to capture. I took a big gulp of decaf, feeling the hot milk
sloshing against my throat.
"Have you tried the Walk Around the Coyote?" he rasped.
I put down my cup, still weak from my throat bums. "Where's that?" I
managed, thinking of how she how led like a coyote.
"Coyote Towers-that tall building at Milwaukee, Darnen and North. They
have the arts festival in the summer, and there's a shitload of lofts around
there-maybe somebody'd know."
"Thanks," I grinned, sliding a couple of bucks under my saucer.
"Sha-rail!" Zuhal called. I turned, seeing her with a huge, panting, black
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dog and a Turkish cigarette clenched in the side of her mouth. She sauntered
over-jangling her Moroccan jewelry and metal leash, a mere wisp of a woman
clad in a tank top and hiking shorts, with long brown hair swept into a topknot.
Her face and hands always trembled-I think because she never consumed anything but cigarettes, coffee, or vodka-at least not since I'd known her.
"Sorry, ma'am, you'll have to leave the dog outside," he began.
"Vhat do you mean? In Turkey we take them everywhere. Jerk!" She turned
to me, "Come on, let's go ... ve don't haff to stay here!"
Quickly I emptied out my change purse on the counter-three quarters, four
pennies, and two perfectly good subway tokens. I yelled an enthusiastic "thank
you" to burgundy-tail, but his back was turned away from us now. (I didn't want
him to think I was ungrateful for his thoughts on where to find the butterfly.)
We walked past the two hippies playing checkers, and the blond girl
scratching in her journal with a calligrapher's pen, out into the street now
cloaked in a heavy drizzle. The dog was still slobbering and panting, and Zuhal
was still smoking and jangling. A bread truck roared by, splattering mud on her
bare legs. "Fffffuck you!" she shrieked. The cigarette fell out of her mouth.
"Zuhal," I began, "thanks for coming. I know it's kind of a shitty day.
Where do you want to go?"
"We go to Jimo's on North and Milwaukee. I can tie the dog up and keep an
eye on him through the door," she said. Then she launched her questions which
were so typical. It wasn't that she was nosy, just really curious. "Sha-rail, who
vas that cute guy I saw you with in the photo booth at Rainbo? Somebody said
he was kissing you!"
"Huh? No, just some twenty-three-year-old kid who wants to be a director.
He was giving me different actions and we were fooling around in front of the
camera-nothing serious."
"Are you sure?"
"Yeah, I'm sure-look, he's young enough to be my son." I tried to change
the subject. I needed to focus on my film. "Listen, Zuhal ... remember that trio in
the bar the other night, the couple that was kissing and the woman who was
watching? You know where I could find people like that during the day? I mean
specifically those people, especially the tattooed woman."
"Yeah, sure. I saw them at Dreamerz last night.Jet me just tie my baby up
here." She stopped, tying the mutt's leash to a lamppost with shaky fingers. She
slipped him a dried Turkish apricot from her pocket. "They like a little something sweet!" She giggled as he licked her knees in appreciation, and we rolled
inside.
"So shitty out," she complained. "I thought we could sit outside, but oh veil."
We sat down on a banquette smothered with bangled, East Indian pillows.
Across the room there was a huge, ebony grand piano surrounded by palms,
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and a few artists slumped over their sketch pads and coffee, but no sign of a
waitperson, just a woman at the bar.
"What can I get you, Zuhal-I think it's self-service today-eggs, toast,
coffee?"
"Vodka-straight up!" she said without a flinch, taking tobacco from her
pouch.
I walked over to the bar, got Zuhal's vodka and my coffee, and wandered
back.
"So tell me about Dreamerz," I began.
"It was great, just great. I danced with everybody there, guys, girls, and
some I don't know vhat." She giggled playfully, not quite like the fairy's twitter,
but a twitter all the same. "By 4:00 A.M. there was no one there-just me and
the DJ. He played the songs and watched me dance in an empty ballroomthen he drove me home, blah, blah, blah ..."
"What about the trio-the tattooed woman?" I held my breath, barely able
to contain myself.
"Oh yeah, that's so funny. I knew their passion was very rare." She laughed
again-"heh-heh-he h-heh"-blowing her heady smoke between her teeth.
"What, what do you mean?" My patience was wearing thin.
"They 're fairies."
"I know, that bald woman really reminded me of a fairy. You know, something really beautiful, like from Hans Christian Andersen ... or ShakespeareMidsummer Night's Dream!" I was excited now, thinking of how I would shoot
her, maybe all three, if they'd just agree to it.
"Whewwwwwww," she just blew what seemed like an endless stream of
stinky, yellow smoke. "Sha-rail-that wasn't a man and two women. That was
three guys--or vhat you call them here? Transcendites ... how you say-crossdressers-blah, blah, blah ..." Her whole body was shaking now, she couldn't
control her amusement.
I couldn't believe it. All my fantasies had been dashed. But I was still willing to do the film, if I could find them. "What do you think they do during the
day?" I tried to sound cheerful.
She downed her vodka in one gulp. "Drug dealers, for sure. In fact, I
bought a little weed from them last night." She got up nonchalantly and jangled
over to the bar for another vodka. "Sha-rail! More coffee?" she yelled.
"No, that's OK." My heart was broken. Somehow the butterfly woman was
an important subject for me, the catalyst of a really personal piece. But now I
couldn't quite see her/him/whatever in the same way-the fact that she was a
guy didn't bother me so much as the realization that she was a drug dealer. And
now, I knew the truth ... that the underground was not all-bliss-and well, I
probably could never really be a part of it.
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I don't remember much more of the conversation that afternoon. I'm sure
Zuhal and I intellectualized about some films, or gossiped about who was dating who, but it's all out of focus now.
Sadly I slunk to the EL.looking out those window frames for something to
capture the lens of my imagination, spark an idea, make my heart pound. But
nothing came, it was blah, blah, blah-but not in the way Zuhal meant it. Just
blah, as in blank, as in leader tape without the numbers.
This time, I talked to no one on the train. Somehow I just wasn't in the mood.
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SKID

In a dream she smothered me. All I know is, there was that crazy chick
who always be hangin' out the window lookin' at us. She standin' by the alley,
foolin' with that long-ass skirt she be wearin: pickin' up the hem and holdin' it in
two fists, like she finna run and cain't with that long dress on. Then all of a
sudden she let go of it and hold her arms out wide. And you know, everybody
know she be trippin' an' shit, so I don't think nothin' about it. I think she finna
dance, right? But naw, she holdin' her arms out ta me. And you know how you
be drivin' in the rain, all fast an' shit, cain't see no light but it's one up there, by
the time you see the light, and remembered that you wuz drivin' on one of them

curved streets, it be too late and you start spinning around in a circle and
you so scared 'cause you lost control of your car and the damn thing
won't sit still? And you sittin' there, turnin' in the fuckin' direction of the
skid like the book say, but somethin' you do is wrong so you just keep on
spinnin' ... outta control. That's how I felt. Like my whole world was
spinning out of control and I couldn't help the direction I was going into,
and I went flyin' into her arms.
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DIDN'T MY LORD DELIVER DANIEL?

He had always believed that he would be spared to no end. Even after he'd
been sold at a young age, hadn't it still been possible to see his mother for years
after that? Hadn't it? At night, when the moon was full, she would visit him in
his bed. He'd sit at the window in his cabin, waiting for the sun to go down,
gazing at the sky and searching for the full moon. If the moon was not full, he
would crawl to his place on the floor, wrap his arms around himself, sing a little, say a little prayer, and fall asleep. On nights when the moon was full, he
would prepare a blanket next to him and lie on his back, hands on his stomach
and eyes wide open looking into the darkness, because on nights when the
moon was full, she was sure to come.
And sure enough, after the slaves had all gone to bed and the overseer had
abandoned his post, she would creep into the room, step over the sleeping bodies, and gently lie down beside him. Daniel would already have his arms reaching up to her in the darkness.
In the moonlight, Feral could see the child's arms reaching. She would
smile, pull her full skirt around her, bend down into his arms, and they would
embrace for a long time. Then she would lie down, having not said a word, and
Daniel would fall asleep in her arms. Long before the sun came up, she would
be gone.
It went on like that for some time. Then one full-mooned night she didn't
show. He lay staring in the darkness until sunlight began to shine through the
window. She never came. He had been much older by then but had become accustomed to lying in bed, ready to extend his arms to her. But she never came.
The following day Daniel had worked slowly and did not eat. Master George
had called him into the house, sat him down at the kitchen table, and inquired
slowly, "What's on your mind, boy?" But Daniel could not say. Feral had made
him promise. "I know how you feels 'bout Master George," she had said softly.
"But you never can tell. Any day he might tum. You never can tell, son."
So at that time, sitting at the kitchen table of Master George, gazing down
at his linked fingers, Daniel did not say a word. He looked up for one second
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and said hesitantly, "I don't know what you mean."
Master George sat back in his seat, rocked the chair on its hind legs with his
pipe tipping off his lip, and said, "If you say so:' For not less than two minutes,
Master George had stared at Daniel. Neither of them had said a word. Master
George could do that, and most times the person he was doing it to would suddenly burst into meaningless chatter, which Master George would later decipher.
But Daniel had said nothing.
That night was also a full-mooned night. Again Daniel waited with his
hands clasped over his stomach and his eyes fastened to the dark ceiling. But
she never came. He waited until the sun began to shine through the window, but
she never came. And again, the following day, Daniel walked around feeling
quite gloomy and empty. He felt as if a prerequisite to happiness during the day,
after a full-mooned night, was to have his skinny mother, smelling of sweat and
peanuts from the fields, holding him and putting him to sleep with her woolly
hair touching his cheek. Even the empty spot next to him in the morning was a
comfort.
By the time the sun began to fall on the third evening, Daniel was so distraught that he did not eat at all and was weak from it. By the time the third full
moon showed, Daniel could see the shape of a man coming toward him as he sat
outside his cabin on the ground. The man was very thin and walked slowly. But
even when he was far off, Daniel noticed his white hair. He watched curiously
until the man was standing right in front of him.
"I am Kamante," the slave said. Daniel stood and brushed some dirt from
his trousers. Kamante looked at the boy for a long time. They were close, about
an arm's length away, but Kamante felt the need to be closer and moved up a
step. Instinctively Daniel stumbled backward, retreating.
"Yeah?" Daniel finally said.
"I come with bad news."
Daniel felt his legs weaken and buckle beneath him. He leaned against the
wall of his cabin.
"My mother is dead, isn't she?"
Kamante looked at Daniel directly in his eyes and nodded. "During childbirth." He saw Daniel fall to his knees and pull his face into his hands. Shoulders
shuddering and head shaking, Daniel died a little that day. A piece of his spirit
had been chipped off and he died a little that day. He didn't ask about the child.
He knew better, for when would he ever see it?
But even then, Daniel had believed what his mother had told him a thousand times if not a million, that he would always be spared. So when Master
George had been killed, and he had become the property of his brother, William
Howard Moor, he felt secure in leaving. He would always be spared.
This thought would later flourish when Master Moor bought a woman from

24

Hair Trigger 17

Louisiana. Master Moor was quite strict, and Daniel had to learn to work harder
and longer, but he thought that this woman had replenished just a little bit of the
spirit chipped away by the death of his mother. He first saw her at the church
services one Sunday afternoon.
He had been late that day. Already Bishop Jones had been spitting out,
"This earth will eat you up if you ain't careful! The earth is sinful and it will eat
you up. So all you backsliders, beware!" Daniel eased into the cabin quietly and
looked around the floor for a spot to sit. There was no window in the cabin and
only a few candles lit the room. That's when he spotted her. She was sitting near
the wall next to Lester, who had befriended Daniel upon his arrival on the plantation. Lester, with a permanent frown on his face, was looking at Bishop Jones,
raising a fist and saying loudly, "Amen! You tell 'em, Biship!"
Daniel made his way over to them. "Move over," he said to Lester.
"You tell 'em, Biship Jones! Hallelujah!" Lester still screamed.
"Hey, Lester! Move over!" Daniel said. He had purposely stood in between
Lester and his new love so that Lester would move away from her. Having done
that, Daniel squeezed in. From the comer of his eye he had watched her expressionless face. She had large lips that seemed to always be kissing the air. Her
eyebrows were thick and long. He wished he could see her eyes, but the light
was all wrong. And the place was all wrong. And there was Lester praising the
Lord right beside him. He was happy and miserable at the same time. He shifted
his weight often.
Once, after clapping his hands, Daniel pulled his arms down abruptly and
touched her thigh. He picked up his hands again as if he had touched fire. His
first reaction was to get up and run. But what he did was to turn to her, looking
fully in her face, and say, "I'm sorry." But she didn't even look at him, didn't
say a word, just smiled and nodded her head.
After the morning service ended, he had already made up his mind to speak
to her, but Lester had turned to him and said, "Need to eat."
"What?" Daniel said.
"We all need to eat. We all need to feed our spirits at least once a week.
Ain't that right?"
"Yeah, that's right," Daniel said. He truly agreed, and for a second his mind
had reeled back to things that his mother had taught him about God. How his
name was Daniel, and how even in the Bible, the Lord had delivered Daniel out
of the lion's den. He had only drifted for a second. No more than two.
Then Lester said, "The Biship is got somethin' in store for us next week, I
hear."
"Yeah," Daniel said, now uninterested. He turned to see his new love. She
was gone. He jumped up without speaking to Lester again and ran out of the
door of the cabin. She was gone. She was neither left nor right. His heart sank.
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He needed to find out who she was, where she had come from, where he could
find her. But she was gone.
Bishop Jones, with his Bible still tucked underneath his arms, came out into
the sun with Daniel. "Lose somethin', Daniel?"
"Lose something?" Daniel repeated. Daniel was still looking for her, his
eyes wandering over the grounds full of trees and shabby old cabins. There
were others from the service still walking quite slowly, cluttering the path that
led back to their sleeping quarters, chattering and singing. He didn't see her, she
was gone.
"Yeah, you look like you lost somethin' ."
"Naw, Bishop. I ain't lost nothin' ."
"What you lookin' for, son?"
"Lookin' for, Bishop?" Daniel avoided the man's eyes.
"Yeah, what is you lookin' for? You heard me."
"Yeah." Daniel cast his eyes to the ground.
"What is you lookin' for?"
And it was at that moment that Daniel realized that he could never lie to the
bishop.
"I was lookin' at a girl, Bishop Jones."
"Oh," the bishop said, "a girl." And he pulled his Bible from under one arm
and placed it underneath the other. "What would you be lookin' for a girl for,
boy?" It was the habit of Bishop Jones to call all males in his congregation boy,
regardless of age, when he planned on delivering a message or advice.
"I thought she was pretty, Bishop." Daniel twisted the rim of his hat in his
hands and stared at the disappearing crowd.
"Um hm," the bishop mumbled and shifted his Bible from one arm to the
next. "I see."
"There something wrong with that, Bishop?"
"Naw," he said slowly. "Naw, boy, ain't nothin' wrong with that. Unless ..."
"Unless what?"
"Unless you got some thin' sinful on your mind?"
"Aw naw, Bishop. It ain't like that. I was jus' ... lookin'. You know?"
"Yeah, I know." Bishop Jones smiled slowly, shaking his head. "You be surprised at what I know," and he walked away. Daniel watched his back as he too
disappeared down the path.
The second time he saw her was in the field. It was hot that day, and again
she was silent. The other slaves were singing and working at the same time, moving quickly as they worked the land. But she, she worked quickly and quietly,
never looking up, her hoe always up and down, up and down, never stopping until
nightfall.
The third time Daniel saw her was also in the field. And he had walked

26

Hair Trigger 17

right up to her, having seen other men do the same, and asked her her name. He
had overheard her say a thousand times, "My ole Massa give me Feral," and he
had been stunned. How could he fall in love with a woman who owned his
mother's name? But he asked her her name and she had looked up, wiped sweat
off those thick brows and said, "my old Massa give me Feral."
"Give you?" Daniel had laughed. "What did your mother give you?"
Feral began to work again and Daniel did the same, but she said, "They say
she give me Hellen, after her mother. But I never saw her, so I don't know. My
name be Feral now. It mean wily, but I ain't. Wily, I mean."
"My name is Ise Oluo Kole Baje. It mean God's work can never be destroyed," Daniel said. And for the first time Feral looked into his eyes. That was
the moment when Daniel noticed her long, black lashes that almost, but not
quite, hid her chestnut pupils. He loved her a little more that day.
And after that day there weren't many days that the two of them were apart.
And yes, Feral would later become Daniel's wife and bear him Ise. Yes, Daniel
was feeling mighty blessed. His mother, he thought, had been right about him
being spared. Certainly he worked hard, certainly at times he wanted to slay his
captor, and there were bits and pieces of his spirit that eased off. But, there was
Feral, and there was Ise, and Daniel knew that the Lord was on his side because
he had done right by him always.
There came a time when Feral and Daniel crept out into the forest, before
they married, to be alone. It was the most dangerous thing that they would ever
do together. Feral had sewn a blanket for them and spread it out on the ground.
She had prepared fruits for them, rolled them up in a piece of cloth, and brought
them along. And there they lay for the longest time-stolen time-eating fruit.
The thing that stuck in Daniel's mind for the longest time was how Feral
smelled on that day. She had cut a lemon in half and spread it all over her hands
and feet, touched her neck with it and the insides of her wrists. And on her lips
she had spread honey again and again. How could he forget that smell? And the
taste of honey on her lips? On the way back to their cabins they had held hands
and whispered, giggling like children. They had forgotten the fear of being
caught.
Soon after, they heard voices that gradually became louder and louder. The
fear returned and they began to creep, hiding behind large trees, walking slowly
as not to make much noise. Then they saw the crowd of angry white men surrounding a tree. Hanging from the tree was Lester. Daniel opened his mouth to
scream. He could feel the scream well up in his throat, the anger bursting out of
his chest. Feral slammed her hand over his mouth, threw two arms around his
neck and pulled him down to the ground. "Hush, baby!" she soothed. "Ain't
nothin' we kin do 'bout that. He dead now. Ain't nothing' we kin do 'bout that.
Kay, baby? Kay? We gotta git otta here!"
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And they did. But it was already too late. There went his spirit again. Chip,
chip, chip. Feral could no longer replace it. It was gone. He died a little more
that day. So his mother had lied to him, he thought. He was not exempt. He was
not spared. These things, beatings and hangings, did not happen to him but to
those he loved, and he was not exempt!
And he cried all night and all the next day.
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NUPTIAL

There was a wedding in progress. Pastor Jones was above the bride and
groom standing at the altar. He was holding the Holy Bible to his chest and
looking at the wedding couple above wire-rimmed spectacles.
Samantha Josephine Lucterhand stood before the altar tensely. She held her
breath waiting for the sermon to begin. It was all she could do not to scream.
She closed her eyes under her white veil.
Pastor Jones began at last, "Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to
join this man and this woman in holy matrimony." The silk and chiffon of her
dress pulled lightly on Samantha's shoulders. She wrinkled her brow and stole a
glance at the groom. He was smiling widely. In fact she had never seen him
smile so wide. Delighted to see her groom so pleased, Samantha ignored the
tug. But the tug returned.
"Excuse me," a tiny voice said. She turned around to see a very small man
dressed in a white tuxedo, pulling on his suspenders with his thumbs. And he
said again in his tiny voice, "excuse me," and cleared his throat. "Excuse me,
where might I find the cheese?"
Samantha, quite taken aback, turned quickly to look at Pastor Jones and her
groom. She searched their faces for some kind of response, but there was none.
The pastor continued his speech without ever stopping. And the groom, well, he
still smiled brightly. His eyes stared stupidly at Pastor Jones.
Samantha turned again to the little man, and the little man repeated in
his little voice, "Please, where might I find the cheese?"
"Cheese?" Samantha stammered. She looked up. Perhaps her mother, sitting
in the front row, would see her pleading eyes and do something about the man.
But her mother was not to be found. In fact the pews were not to be found. In fact
there before her was a room larger than any room she had ever seen. And to her
astonishment, there were many, many people.
They all gathered in crowds of four or five, holding wine glasses in their
hands, or beer bottles. They were laughing and talking loudly and wildly. There
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was a chandelier in the middle of the room (where had that come from?) that
spun around in a circle, then around in the opposite direction. It displayed spiraling shades of white and blue on the hundreds of people below it.
Samantha turned quickly to her groom and looked up pleadingly into his
eyes, but his eyes were blank. What's more, he was still wearing that stupid
grin. "Isn't there any cheese?" the little man persisted.
Filling up with anger, Samantha grabbed the sides of her gown in her fists,
spun around, and marched toward the crowd. "Is there any cheese here?" she
cried out. "Would someone please give this man some cheese?"
"Here ya are, honey," someone behind her said. She turned, and there was
Mrs. Levi, her boss, standing with one hand on her hip in a waitress uniform.
The other hand presented a platter with several kinds of cheese on it cut into
tiny blocks.
"Mrs. Levi?" Samantha said.
"Yes?" said Mrs. Levi.
"Mrs. Levi, what are you doing here?"
Mrs. Levi, a very tall woman, straightened to her full height and purred,
"What does it look like I'm doing here?"
"But, Mrs. Levi, you weren't invited. That is, this was going to be a very
small wedding."
Mrs. Levi's dark eyes widened, and then she started to laugh. "Wedding?
Right! You're full of laughs, full of laughs," and she shoved the tray of cheese at
Samantha. The little man was next to her and said, "May I have the cheese,
please?" And so Mrs. Levi gave it to him.
When Samantha returned to the altar, Pastor Jones was saying, "In the eyes
of our Heavenly Father..." Samantha looked at the groom. Had he even noticed
that she had gone? His face seemed to be stuck in that stupid smile. No, he had
not noticed that she had gone.
She shook her head, straightened her gown, and tried to listen to the father but heard instead, "Excuse me. Excuse me, but are you the hostess?"
Someone was tapping her shoulder. She turned and saw a tall man in a gay, red
suit. The tall man in the gay, red suit repeated, "Are you the hostess?"
Samantha blinked at the man, hardly believing her eyes and ears. "There is
a wedding in progress," she said plainly. "I'm trying to get married here. Can't
you see that I'm trying to get married?"
"Wedding?" The tall man lifted his eyebrows in surprise and waved some
thin fingers elegantly in the air. "Really? Oh, I do like weddings. Who is the
bride?"
Samantha used her thumbs to point to herself angrily. "/ am the bride!
Me! Do you think that I wear this dress all the time? I am the bride, OK?"
"Touchy!" the tall man said. "And are you hosting this party as well?"
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Samantha opened her mouth to say that it was a wedding and not a party
but stopped. She took a second look at the party guests. She had hoped the
guests would somehow disappear in the same fashion that they had appeared.
Still, they remained. They laughed loudly and tapped their glasses together.
"I..." she began.
"Oh, good!" The tall man clapped his hands. "I've found her, everyone!" he
said over his shoulder. Soon Samantha found herself being lifted from the altar
and carried off into the crowd of laughing, shouting, and drunken uninvited
guests. Hands passed her along. Sharp nails pierced her buttocks and back, fat
fingers clumsily grabbed her thighs. She couldn't see. The room was suddenly
spinning. Laughter and the smell of liquor was everywhere. She became dizzy
and lightheaded. Finally poor Samantha was set down on a peach sofa that circled the entire room.
"What are you doing?" she shouted at them. "Can't you see that I'm trying
to get married?" And she called for the pastor who she couldn't see for the spinning, laughing room. "Pastor Jones!" She strained to see him amidst the crowd
of uninvited guests. Where did he go? She called for her groom, "Daaaarling?"
But this too was in vain. No one could hear her.
There was a woman sitting next to her, looking suspiciously like Samantha,
who said, "I have a neurotic compulsion to not succeed. Failure is the only thing
with which I feel at home." And the woman, with her black locks falling over her
gloomy eyes, pulled her cheek to Samantha's.
"How nice!" Samantha said, jerking away. She began to lift herself from
the long, silk sofa, but a hand clenched her wrist and she fell back down with
force.
"So, you're the hostess?" the tall man in the gay, red suit said.
"No." Samantha shook her head. "I am not the hostess. I am not her at all.
In fact I don't think that I ... that we belong here. I think that we may have gotten
to the wrong room somehow. I'm the bride, you know."
"Right, right," the man pointed to her, "the bride. Of course."
"I saw this movie last night on the tube," the woman said. "Dreadful, really.
This beautiful man meets this beautiful woman and they fall in love and get married. Movies are such garbage, who can take them seriously?"
"I have to go," Samantha said, suddenly finding it hard to breathe.
"Go? Go?" the man said. "Oh, you mustn't leave now! The party has just
begun!"
"And there's me, of course," the woman continued. "I am this wonderful girl.
I really am a good girl. And although I've met lots of men, I always seem to pick
up these custom-made duds along my trail. Tell me, dear hostess, why doesn't
someone just shoot me? Why the torture? I don't get it. I really, really don't."
"I truly must leave now," Samantha said. She tried getting up again but was
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pulled down once more.
"No, no! If someone is going to leave, it can't be the hostess," the man said.
"I am not the hostess!" she yelled. "I am the bride! I am trying to get married. There is a wedding going on, not a goddamned party! What's more, none
of you are invited!"
"I actually almost married Gerald," the woman said. "Then came along that
hussy Sue Ellen." She rolled her eyes. "Oh, sure, she was beautiful. On the outside. But inside," she leaned over to Samantha confidentially, "she was a bitch.
Really," she raised her hands, "I wouldn't lie. And there's me of course. I mean,
I really am quite wonderful. But inside where it counts! You know? Someone
might have told Gerald that. Someone might have asked him how her beauty
ever compared with my soul!"
"Right," Samantha said. "I have to be going now."
"Party pooper!" the man yelled after her.
The music began to bother Samantha. It thumped between her ears until she
had to scream, "Will someone shut that goddamned music off? Somebody tum
that music off. Tum the music off, put the liquor down, stop calling me the
fucking hostess, and get the hell out of here so that I can get married, for
Christ's sake!"
Suddenly the room went quiet. All heads turned to Samantha as she began
to make her way through them in the direction she guessed the altar would be.
She anticipated resistance and squared her shoulders in defiance, but the people
parted like the Red Sea.
"Thank you," she said in passing. "Thank you, thank you ... thank you too. I
appreciate it. I certainly appreciate it. Oh hi, Maria, so glad you could make it."
And as the crowd split to allow her to pass through it, Samantha realized
with horror that the altar was no longer there. In fact, both Pastor Jones and her
beloved fiance had disappeared into thin air!
In their place was her mother and a small child that she recognized as herself
at ten years old. "rm going to marry a prince!" the small child said.
And her mother smiled and said, "Of course you are, dear. And what sort of
house will you live in with your prince?"
"I'm going to live in a palace!" the small child sang.
"Oh, good!" said the mother. "I love palaces~' Samantha stepped forward to
touch her mother who had shed twenty years from her age and was quite beautiful. But just as her fingers were near her mother's face, both her mother and the
child vanished. Stunned, Samantha jumped back and gasped, holding her hand
over her mouth. She looked around to see if anyone else had seen what had just
taken place. But there was no one to be found. All her uninvited guests had
deserted her. She was alone.
She was alone for all of two seconds, at which point she felt a tiny tug at
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her elbow. "Will this palace do?" the man behind her said.
Samantha wrinkled her brow, about to ask the man what he meant, then noticed the spiraling staircase in the middle of the room and the windows surrounding them. Well it was vastly beautiful. Its many windows cast light in
streams and shadows that formed borders for the light onto the marble floors.
"Yes," Samantha said. "This palace will do."
"Sign here," the man presented a clipboard of papers. She signed with the
pen provided.
"Sign here too ... and here ... and here ... and here ... and ... yes ... and here. That'll
do. Good-bye, Mrs. Goodfellow."
"Good-bye. I mean wait!" But he was gone. What's more, the house was
gone. Disappeared. She was left with the dull and dismal black of a room.
"Hey, Ma!" a child screamed. "Hey, Ma! When you plan on feedin' us?"
And there they were. Children everywhere ranging in ages from five
months (the one that appeared on her hip) to nine years old. Samantha found
herself in a kitchen, fumbling with a bottle of milk in a pot of boiling water.
"I don't know," she said to the child next to her. "What do you normally eat?"
"Ma! You know what we eat! I'm hungry, feed me!"
"Ma! Can you fix this? Fix this, Ma!" A little girl offered up a doll with no
head. "Can you fix this, Ma?"
"Why are you calling me that? Why are you callin' me Ma?"
"Ma," another said. "I'm sorry. I'm real sorry, Ma. Are you gonna whip my
behind? I'm sorry."
"What did you do, boy?"
"I broke it." The boy looked at the floor, the baby on her hip began to
scream to the top of his lungs and the first child chanted, "I'm hungry, I'm
soooooo hungry!"
"What did you break, boy?"
"The thing."
"What thing?"
"Your thing."
"What thing?"
"Upstairs. The thing upstairs, Ma. Ma, are you gonna beat my behind?"
"No ... no. I'm not going to beat you. I don't beat children ... do I?"
"Ma," another one laughed, "are you sick? Are you drunk?"
"No, I am not drunk ... or sick ... I..."
"You gonna whip him, Ma?" Another said. "Go ahead and whip him, Ma.
him down for you."
hold
I'll
"No! Don't you hold me down! Man, I'll try to kill you!"
The baby on her hip wailed, turned colors, and began to choke.
"Oh, no!" Samantha screamed. "Something is wrong!" She brought the
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baby over to the table and lay him there. "What am I supposed to do? I don't
know what to do!"
''I'm sooooo hungry. Ain't nobody feedin' me! I'm starvin' to death. Don't
nobody care? What am I supposed to do, Ma? Die?"
And the baby on the table rolled from side to side, turning a darker and
darker red while he choked.
"Where is my husband? Don't I have a husband?"
"He's downstairs with his friends, Ma."
"Ma, I'm hungry!"
"Ma, are you gonna beat my behind?"
And just as Samantha was about to scream, she opened her eyes and caught
Pastor Jones staring at her silently. "Well?" he whispered. "Do you take this
man to be your lawfully wedded husband?"
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Two MEN AND A TRUCK

Milt was driving over the smooth blacktop highway with Vern, the way he
always did, when he got this urge to let the breeze yank his head out the window and howl. Just like a dog. Just stick his head out of the window and let his
voice fly over ripening cornfields, over deep green summer leaves and clumps
of birch tucked beside little ponds.
But he didn't. Just the sight of Vern propped in the passenger seat like a
scarecrow was enough to muffle the scream that had been simmering for years.
So he didn't-scream, that is.
He just drove.
Milt had been driving with the same partner every day for the last fifteen
years-since the white-collar guys down at GM Truck and Assembly laid him
off. Before he named his business, customers would say, "Call those two guys.
Don't know their names. Just two men and a truck." So they stuck with a good
thing and painted TWO MEN AND A TRUCK (over an advertisement of an orange popsicle that wouldn't be dulled even with primer) on the side of an old
ice cream truck Milt bought for two hundred bucks.
But he just couldn't take it anymore. Couldn't take the families that weren't
packed when he arrived. Couldn't take the heavy armoires and weight machines
that broke his back. And he especially couldn't stand wrapping those little
porcelain figurines that every owner claimed were family heirlooms. He would
come home at night, and before they'd even eat dinner, he and JoAnne would
soak their aching feet in Epsom salts. JoAnne worked as a cashier down at
Value City.
Ah, it wasn't that bad though. There were worse jobs. And Milt had tried
most of them. Before he asked Vern to haul furniture with him, he sold Electrolux vacuums door-to-door. But he scared the housewives with his vacant grin
and the aggressive sales style recommended by the manufacturer. He tried a direct mail campaign-to Flint and the Tri-Cities-but the Thanksgiving carving
knife sets he promised never came. One of those consumer scams. Lost his shirt
on that one. He even tried selling Mary Kay but being color-blind he had diffi-
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culty convincing customers to buy shades that looked terrible on them. In desperation his wife, JoAnne, finally buried the makeup case and samples in the
woods behind their house. After that Milt's dreams of making money, of living
like the other Americans he saw on television, seemed to dry up and blow away.
It was as if, by burying those samples, J oAnne doused all the purples and pinks
and seafoam greens of Milt's dreams-and crushed the fat, glossy pot of gold
at the end to boot. Up until that point, those colors had kept him from losing
hope altogether.
But that was a long time ago. On this particular day, Milt and Vern were
driving from Flint to Clarkston with a big load. Milt's thick, gnarled fingers
curled around the steering wheel and his work boot tapped lightly against the
floorboard. He was enjoying the whir of wheels over the road when a thwack,
thwacking shattered the sound of wind whipping past his ear.
He laid on the brakes and pulled to the shoulder. Gravel thunked the bottom
of the pickup and twigs snapped.
The summer heat, without a breeze from an open window, made his T-shirt,
yellowed from years of washing, stick to his wet chest. He plucked his damp
shirt like a harpist and walked to the flat. Vern met him there.
"Um, um, um," Vern mumbled.
God Almighty, Milt thought, is that all he can say? He slammed his fist on
the hood.
Vern leaned against the headlight, scratched his chin with a greasy thumb,
and said, "Flat."
Milt exhaled. He had never gotten around to fixing the flat spare. He felt
helpless. So damned helpless. Like the day management swooped down from
their lofty perches in Detroit and visited the plant. Got their hands dirty by
telling him and the other boys that they were moving operations down to
Cincinnati. No way to change their minds. Management decision, you know.
"Vern?"
"Ah?"
''I'm asking you for one sentence here. One coherent sentence." He
clenched his teeth. He knew Vern wasn't much for words, and a flat wouldn't
change that.
Vern adjusted his glasses, and wiping a hand over his sweaty forehead,
looked into the sun. "Well would you look at that?"
Milt obliged.
Shielding his eyes from a bubbly orange sun, he raised one thick hand in
front of his round head-a head that reminded Vern of a bowling ball-and saw
what appeared to be two gigantic snakes with stiletto pumps shoved onto their
heads. Upon further inspection, however, he recognized the billboard: "Deja Vu,
Girls, Girls, Girls. Meet Mabel May tonight!" What he thought were snakes
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were really Mabel's legs. She wore sparkling pantyhose covered with giant, foil
scales that shuddered when a breeze hit them. She lay as if draped in a bathtubonly her legs and head poked above the top of the billboard. Her body was hidden behind the words, "Guys! Don't miss this! Tum left on Court Street and go
two blocks!"
"Whoo hoo," Vern whistled. "Would you look at that?"
"I'm looking," Milt sighed. He lowered his head to the flat.
Vern elbowed Milt. His skinny elbow felt like a broom handle poking Milt
in the ribs. "Whattya say?"
"About what?"
"About Mabel May? Want to go?"
Milt kneeled and fingered the tread. "This load has to be delivered tonight."
Vern noticed a large bead of perspiration hanging off the end of Milt's nose.
"Ah, come on, Milt. We'll tell them the truth-that the truck broke down. We'll
deliver it in the morning."
"What's come over you, Vern? Listen to what you 're saying."
"Ah, you deserve it, that's all." Vern bit his lip. "I deserve it."
Milt supposed he did deserve to knock off a bit early today, grab a beerbecause of the flat and the heat and all. But he knew that a strip joint was the
last thing he needed.
They walked to Court Street and turned left.
Mabel saw Milt through a rip in the velvet curtain. He sat with another guy.
Two of them-and only two-sitting in the front row. Usually the guys ' faces
just blurred in her memory after each show, but something about Milt's face
made Mabel May catch her breath. Later, as she worked her way down the high
runway above his head, she realized that it was his pink, puffy cheeks-soft
and warm and comforting like the cheeks of a sleeping baby. She suppressed an
urge to graze her own cheek against his.
The owner, a sweaty man with three large warts on each side of his nose
and many gold chains around his neck, wheezed, "Mabel May! One minute."
She ignored him.
Same ol', same ol' every night: Mabel would come in about six o'clock and
fling her purple boa every half-hour until eleven. This night though, she wondered just how much longer she could stand the bachelor party boys, the men
who had been jilted or recently divorced. Excuses. Excuses. She had heard all
of them. As far as Mabel was concerned, the entire audience was a mere reflection, as in front of a funhouse mirror, of the same tired, worn soul.
The more frightening question, she knew, was how long they'd be able to
stand her. The boss had been dropping hints lately, "Susie Q's doing a fine job
warming up the crowd, Mabel May. Better watch your step." Susie Q-hell !
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She was still in diapers when Mabel started this racket.
She never really thought about getting old-until about a year ago. Two
snotnose kids in the audience were elbowing each other and hooting, "Shake it,
granny!" She tried to ignore them. After all she still had a hell of a body. But
that evening when she looked in her dressing room mirror she saw, maybe for
the first time, what the boys saw.
She wasn't quite sure when it had happened. When she got old. But the
signs were there: the crow's-feet gouging her temples, the fold of extra skin
hanging under her chin, the way her tummy pouched over her panties.
She had overheard people say they were as old as they felt. But she had felt
old since she was thirteen. Men. They made a girl old.
Milt wondered if that was her-Mabel May-the one he and Vern had seen
on the billboard. She looked different, though ... He couldn't put his finger on
what, exactly, was different, except that she was a good twenty, twenty-five
years older than her photograph. On the billboard her cheeks were shiny-supple and taut. But now saggy bags hung below her cheekbones. And although
Milt couldn't see her tummy behind all the type on the billboard, he had imagined the skin pulled tightly across her abdomen-smooth and firm like a drum.
Now though, a thick fold of skin jiggled over her panties. But he recognized
one thing from the billboard: the painfully lonely look in her eyes. She looked
like he felt. When he talked, no one listened. They would carry on with whatever they were doing and when he had finished talking, look up and ask, "Did
you say something, Milt?"
Vern leaned over and whispered, "Is that her?"
Milt couldn't answer. He knew he shouldn't have come. The last time he
had seen something like this was the night before he married JoAnne. Took Milt
thirty years to get over that. That night, he kept leaning over the stage to apologize to the stripper, apologizing for guys who were hooting and hollering and
making spectacles of themselves at her expense. The crowd thought he wanted
to stick a buck in her panties and cheered him on. But he just felt so damned
sorry for her. At the end of the night, his buddies had to drag him, blubbering
like a baby, out of the bar.
Milt hadn't drunk a drop that night.
"Yeah," Milt answered.
As Mabel twirled and lunged, flickers of light danced on her body. Just as
she was about to flick her feathered boa into Milt's face, a searing blade of pain
pierced her heart. She tried to stop the pain by grabbing her left breast and
pushing-hard. But it didn't help.
Mabel saw a black river flow through the narrow crannies between chairs
and tables. It soaked Milt's feet and reflected slivers of light on his pink cheeks.
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The river widened and turned bright green. Following the water to its source,
she saw a glistening throne. The throne, made of airy crystal, hovered atop the
river. An angelic bride floated above the throne and lifted Mabel May, by her
purple boa, in a skeletal hand. Twelve teeth shone in the oppressive sunlight
with precious jewels imbedded in each: jasper, sapphire, agate, emerald, onyx,
carnelian, chrysolite, beryl, topaz, chrysoprase, jacinth, amethyst. Mabel May
was frightened and closed her eyes, but the bride opened them by splashing water in her face. When Mabel opened her eyes, the bride's mouth gaped open and
laughter spilled from her throat. She landed on two golden floodgates that
dammed the emerald river. The floodgates, glistening gold, shivered with the
river's weight and force. She dropped Mabel May in front of the floodgates,
pulled a tiny, golden pin from between the floodgates, and let the water rush
through.
The floodgates yawned mercilessly, and the emerald water washed around
Mabel May. Chicory-blue and purple flowers sprang crazily at her feet. Mabel
tried to hold the black robe, which she now wore, out of the water lapping her
hem. Gaining momentum, the water tumbled toward her and tickled her ankles.
The cool liquid soaked her knees, thighs, waist, breasts, and neck. When the
water reached her mouth, Mabel May slurped greedily. Becoming full, she
closed her mouth, lifted both feet from the flower-covered bottom, and let the
current take her.
Standing on a high cliff above the river, the berserk bride, now bursting out
of her white, velvet-lined coffin, her arms pinwheeling, giddy with freedom,
watched Mabel May glide atop the glassy river. Polished, round onyx tears slid
down Mabel's wet cheeks and crashed through the glassy surface of the water.
Vern elbowed Milt as Mabel dropped to her knees. Never having seen a
stripper, Vern thought this was part of the show. In his excitement, he tore his
paper cocktail napkin into shreds and threw it into the air. And by the time Milt
looked up, summoning all of his courage to apologize for being there, Mabel
May, eyes round with fear and lips curled back in complete agony, swayed and
dropped off the stage into Milt's lap.
Even though Milt was compact and solid as a fireplug, the force of Mabel
May coming off that stage knocked him off his chair. He lay on the ground with
Mabel's head cradled in his tummy and the rest of her body between his legs.
Pieces of Vern's napkin fluttered through the dank air and landed gently on her
back.
They say the owner smacked Mabel May on the rump with his cane. But
she didn't move. They say Milt took the cane and cracked the guy over the head
and tried CPR on Mabel. But it didn't matter. Mabel's heart had just plain
stopped.
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Vern led Milt out of the cool bar. Milt covered his eyes with his hands, trying to conceal his tears. Every time he tried to open his eyes, a white light, the
reflection of Mabel's open eyes as she fell, blinded him.
The next day Vern borrowed a friend's car and a spare tire, picked up Milt,
and drove to the truck. Neither spoke as Vern changed the tire (not that Vern
ever had much to say... but considering the circumstances one might have
thought some conversation appropriate). Milt sat on the bumper and stared up at
Mabel May's image on the billboard. And even though it was hotter than blazes
and Vern took almost an hour changing the tire, Milt couldn't move, couldn't
take his eyes off Mabel May sitting up there with her eyes glistening, so lifelike
and all.
That night, after he dropped Vern off, Milt pulled the old truck under Mabel
May's billboard. The dusk wrapped around him. When he finally got the nerve
to look at Mabel, the lights below the billboard began to flicker. Her pink
cheeks glowed, the light blue eye shadow dousing her eyelids glimmered, and
her glossy red lips seemed to twitch.
It had been a long day though. Milt shut his eyes and thought about his customers who were none too happy about him and Vern showing up a day late. All
day he heard, "I'll never recommend Two Men and a Truck to my friends," and
"Two Men and a Truck came so highly recommended .. .! just don't understand
it..." Two Men and a Truck this and Two Men and a Truck that. The way they
carried on, you'd think Milt and Vern had killed their parakeet. To please them,
Milt didn't charge for installing their washer and dryer and moved the world's
heaviest cabinet from the first floor to the second floor, and when they changed
their minds, back to the first floor again.
His arms ached and his back throbbed. His eyelids felt heavier than that
damn cabinet-couldn't keep them open. As he dipped into sleep and jerked
back into consciousness, he watched Mabel May fling one large, long leg back
and forth. She kicked her shoe and it flew through the air. Unable to move, Milt
watched the enormous shoe hurtle through the air and land on his hood. The
force shattered his windshield. He looked through the spider-webbed glass and
saw that Mabel May was hanging off the billboard. He got out of his truck and
walked toward her. She dropped off the billboard, turned, and faced Milt.
Milt swallowed hard.
"So you're the one who finally polished me off, eh?"
Milt shook his head.
Mabel shut one eye and squinted the other, "Just like the rest of themdeny you ever laid eyes on me. It happens all the time. I'm used to it." She bent
at the waist and leaned over him. "But you think you'd give me a little respect.
Since you killed me and all."
"I didn't mean to ..." Milt stammered.
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Mabel May straightened, pulled a toothpick-which looked more like an
eight-foot two-by-four-out of her pocket, and began cleaning her teeth. She
shook her head. "'Didn't mean to ... ;" she whined mockingly.
"I wanted to apologize."
"For what?"
"For being there. Just being there. It wasn't right-watching you take your
clothes off. I shouldn't have been there."
Mabel May kneeled, and with one hand, plucked Milt up by his shirt collar
and dropped him into her other palm. He tumbled onto his rear and scurried to
stand on the skin of Mabel's uneven palm. She watched him stick his hands in
his pockets and kick his toe into her flesh.
She laughed. "Peeling it off's what I do, I mean, what I did."
"I know but it just isn't right-me watching you ..."
She lifted her hand to her cheek. Milt felt her warm, sweet breath smother
his whole body.
"Would you kiss my cheek?" she asked.
Milt nodded and leaned toward the wall of flesh. But her cheek seemed
much farther away than at first.
"Would you kiss my cheek?" she asked again.
Milt yelled, "Yes!" and ran toward Mabel's cheek, dodging the deep
crevices lining her palm and jumping over the gaps between her long fingers.
"I'm innocent," he yelled, stumbling toward her soft flesh. Somewhere in
the distance he heard Mabel May laughing, "I know you are, honey, I know you
are ..."
A state trooper tapped Milt's shoulder. "I'm sure you are, sir, but again,
may I see your driver's license?"
Milt looked into the trooper's face and fell off the bumper.
"Sir, could you stand, please?"
Once the trooper realized that Milt wasn't drunk or maniacal, he told him
that sitting on the side of the road ... talking to a billboard ... wasn't a crime, but
that it could be dangerous and to go home and get a good night's sleep.
As the trooper's shiny black boots crunched along the gravel to his car, Milt
heard him yell, "And get that windshield fixed. You can hardly see through that
thing."
Milt climbed into the truck and turned the key in the ignition. The engine
swelled and died. He tried again. Same thing. He looked at his watch. It was
nearly 3:00 A.M. He was too tired to look under the hood and much too exhausted
to walk two blocks to the nearest pay phone. So he locked his doors, looked up at
Mabel May, and whispered, "Good night, dear," and fell asleep.
Morning's sunlight slithered through Milt's tightly closed eyelids and
nudged him awake. Popping the hood, he found a loose ignition wire, secured it
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with a wad of gum, and with a quick glance at Mabel May, drove away.
After that night Milt couldn't get Mabel May out of his mind. Every night
after work, he would drive to the billboard, and before he fell asleep under Mabel's glowing skin, tell her everything that he had told everyone else but no one
had heard. He told her about the time when he was a boy, how a high fly ball
sailed straight for his mitt and how, just before he caught it, a bird swooped
close to his head and confused him, and the ball dropped right on his Adam's
apple. And that the run scored on his error won the game. And how his pop
looked away as if he hadn't seen it happen. He told her how he had wanted to
go to college but that his family expected him to work at the plant like his father
and his father's father and his father's father's father. He told her that when he
lost his job, something in him-something small but important-had changed.
Or died. He wasn't quite sure which. He told her he was embarrassed and sad
and angry that he was the first man in his family's history not to look to GM for
his next paycheck.
And each night after he had finished, Mabel May would touch Milt's pink
cheek, climb back over the billboard, and drape her legs over the top. And Milt
would fall asleep with the sound of her foil scales rustling in the breeze.
JoAnne knew it would happen sooner or later. That Milt would find another
woman. But she wasn't ready for it when it happened. It was so sudden and all,
like catching a snowball in the face. For the last few weeks, he had been staying
out all night, and when he came home, he was giddy. He whistled around the
house. He opened doors. He even called her "Sweetie."
JoAnne didn't know what to do. Their life had been so orderly for so long,
so quiet and peaceful that she hardly recognized this suddenly joyous man. So
after conferring with her sisters, she decided to wait it out and not press. In time
maybe he'd come around.
Fall's cool breezes slipped under sleeves and through buttonholes, and sap
drained down trunks to usher in the yellows and reds of fall when it happened:
the day Milt thought would never come-or hoped would never come. After all,
his summer nights had been so happy-full of rich conversation and laughterwith Mabel.
Even the state trooper left him alone. He would drive by Milt every night at
three, four, even five in the morning and see the goofy guy with the soft, pink
cheeks and round face sitting under the sign, grinning, his jaw flapping away
and generally just having a hell of a time.
Milt drove along the highway to see Mabel. Leaves floated to the road and
the breeze skittered them from one side of the asphalt to the other. A chill
breeze raised goosebumps on his arms as he pulled to the curb under the sign.
But Mabel May's face had been replaced by Suzie Q's. "The bastards!" he
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screamed. They had slapped Susie Q's big face right over Mabel's.
Milt stared in disbelief. Where were Mabel May's eye-shadowed, understanding eyes? Where was the deep, black eyeliner that made Mabel May look
like a clown and made him laugh when he felt down? Where were the full, red
lips (etched in lip liner) that agreed with even his most outrageous ideas?
Milt's hands shook. He blinked repeatedly-hoping that this was all a
dream. But it wasn't. Susie Q's vacant eyes stared off into space-not even at
him. Her mouth was closed, incapable of consoling him. The cheap bastards,
Milt thought. The least they could do was put Mabel May to rest, replace all of
her-not just slap a new face and name over hers.
Milt pulled his truck under the high ladder that hung off the billboard. He
got out, grabbed the crowbar from behind the seat, climbed on the hood and up
onto the top of the truck. From there he climbed the ladder that hung from the
billboard and hoisted himself onto the narrow plank under Mabel May's head.
Wielding a crowbar, he reached up and pried Susie Q's face off Mabel's. He
then took Mabel May by the hair and yanked with all his might. Her neck
crunched and gave way. Milt held her by her bouffant and climbed down the
ladder carefully. He made sure not to ding Mabel against the cold, metal rungs
of the ladder or the windshield or the hard, leaf-riddled ground. He swung the
big back doors of the truck open, grabbed some soft moving blankets, and gently wrapped Mabel May in them. He then tucked her safely behind the wheel
well-so she wouldn't slide around-and drove off.
He drove for nearly four hours-north on 1-75. By the time he found the
spot he was looking for, the tangerine sun was preparing to dip below Lake
Michigan's flat horizon.
He dragged Mabel's wrapped head over the sand and looked around. The
duned crannies of Lake Michigan's upper western shoreline surrounded him.
The constant pummeling of the lake against the shore had shoved sand dunes
out of the earth like humps on a camel's back. Where the sand met the shore, it
was the color and texture of brown sugar-an entire beach of brown sugar that
Milt could scoop up in lumps and squish through his fingers-which he did after he set Mabel down. Further up, where the sun had bleached the sand creamy,
beargrass jutted out of the dunes like precious hairs on a bald man's head. The
beargrass' s wide, green bottoms poked out of the sand and narrowed to dangerous spikes that rocked in the wind like millions of fragile pendulums. Milt
could see where the bent spikes swept the sand: leaving half-circle reminders to
chronicle their short, predictable journey. And he sensed that the gnarled, knotty
birch eyes, poking out of peeling, white bark, were watching him, their roots
partially exposed, cascading down the sand like herds of black snakes, suddenly
disappearing under a blanket of sand. Fat, snotty pines erupted confidently out
of the sand-their roots anchored deep under wet, heavy sand.
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It all felt very good: the wind and the mist from the lake and Mabel May
tucked securely under his arm. It felt so good that he yelled. Screamed, really.
Yeah. Screamed, howled, screeched, shrieked. You name it. He did it. Threw his
arms in the air. Jumped on one foot. Did somersaults. By the time he had finished, his vocal chords felt like someone had shoved them through a meat
grinder. He was covered with sand. His cheeks were bright red, and even
though it was cold, little drops of perspiration rolled from his receding hairline,
dislodging grains of sand from his nose.
But he felt very good. As if someone had taken a clean, white cloth and
wiped away all the bad stuff that had clogged his insides, hung off his bones.
JoAnne never asked about her-the other woman. And Milt never volunteered the information. Vern, of course, never suspected a thing. He just sat
there, the same way he did every day, in the passenger seat, waiting for the
word from Milt about the next job.
Life returned to normal, as they say, for Milt. He busted his chops hauling
furniture and carrying on what he thought were pretty good conversations -to
no one in particular. It didn't matter though. No one listened anyway.
Except that every Friday when he just couldn't take it anymore-the customers and the traffic and the bills and little family heirlooms that needed special
care-he'd drive to the dunes, sweep the sand from Mabel May's head, and tell
her all of the dreams he still nursed. And when he had finished telling her about
all the purples and pinks and seafoam greens floating around in his head, and a
light rain would begin to fall, he would sprinkle sand lovingly over her face, pull
up his collar, hop in the old truck, and drive home.
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JENNIFER SHANAHAN

SCREEN DOORS

Ann kicked the yellow sunflower sheet away from her skinny legs. Sweat
beaded on her upper lip. "Oh, God," she moaned, rolling away from the Shaun
Cassidy poster and toward the wall. She grabbed a stuffed lion toy and jammed
it over one ear.
Ccccrrrruunch. Clatter. Ccccrrruuunnch. Cccrruunnch. Clatter. The noise
vibrated through the open bedroom window.
Ann squinched her eyes tight, trying to get more sleep, hoping to make the
noise go away. She clenched her hand tighter on the lion's hindquarters, pressing him to her head. "Ungh," she groaned. "Go back to Mexico and crush your
cans, old man," she said to the mattress. Ann pushed the lion over her head and
got up. Rubbing her eyes, she walked across the hall to the bathroom.
She sat on the toilet scratching at a purplish line on one hip where her underpants had dug in overnight. She sat there, done peeing, yawning and opening
her eyes gradually in the bright electric light. All of a sudden she stood up,
pulled her green underpants with pink elephants on them up-over her red Tshirt in one spot-and stepped out into the sunny, white linoleum of the hall.
Turning left toward her room and the front of the apartment, Ann stopped.
"Aaaaaiiieee!" Yanking the T-shirt down over her crotch, Ann shouted, "Go
away!"
Ronnie, the retarded boy from across the gangway, stood in his usual position-face and body pressed against the almost white aluminum screen door.
Even with a screen, living room, and half a hallway between them, Ann could
see the all-too-familiar drool crusted around Ronnie's open mouth, drizzled in a
wide streak down his bare, reddish-brown chest to his summer outfit-a pair of
saggy, holey Jockey underpants. Ronnie scraped his fingertips on the screen, a
sound like bacon beginning to fry.
Ann's shriek stopped her sister's stirring in the kitchen and her mother's
sewing in the living room, briefly. Then they heard, "Aaaangh, aaaaaaank,
aaaaannnngh," and busied their hands once again. This back of the throat utter-
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ance was Ronnie's only speech ability. One freakishly knobby knee twisted, and
the boy caught his balance against the door with a cheek and hand.
"Go away! Vamoose! Vete!" Ann hollered and dashed into her sister's room
directly across the hall. "Mother! Make Ronnie go away!" she wailed, grabbing
a pair of pink terry cloth shorts from the top of her sister's dresser. Even though
Emily was almost two years younger, Ann was thin enough to fit in her sister's
clothes.
"Mo-om! Is he gone?" Ann shouted.
Beth sat in the living room on a drooping, brown sofa aligned with the front
door. Why must that child always shout, she said to herself, recrossing her pale
legs. She yanked the thick embroidery needle through a shirt-sleeve. She was
only on the red of what was to be an elbow-sized rainbow. Sweat dripped from
her neck, darkening the collar of her blouse.
"Mom! Do you hear me?! Ronnie's at the door!" Ann peered out of her sister's room. This was not the first time Ann thought that Ronnie might as well
have been blind the way he stared and stared. Still her face registered for him
and the moaning picked up again.
"Aaaanngh, aaaaanngh, annnnngh," mingled with the cccrrruunnnnch of
cans.
"Mom! C'mon! Close the door or something!"
Beth tugged the needle in and out of the sleeve, pausing to look at her black
apron slung over the couch arm to the half-closed blinds next to her. It's too hot
for this, she thought.
Ann stared down at the black-and-gray flecked linoleum and walked toward
the living room. She stopped just before the rug at the blue floor fan and fiddled
with the knob on top, careful to turn her back to Ronnie. "Is this as high as this
thing goes? It's so hot in here, Mom." She raised her head to look down the hall.
At the end was a closed brown door, identical to the open doors of the bathroom
and bedrooms. "Why is your door closed?" She took a step away from the living room.
Beth snapped her head to look at her daughter. "I just want it that way.
Leave it closed. Just leave it that way!"
"God! OK!" Ann walked around the comer to the kitchen.
Without looking up from measuring sugar into a plastic cup Emily said,
"Why don't you make Ronnie go away yourself? Huh? Are you afraid?"
"Shut up," Ann said, walking up to the green stove, next to her sister.
From the living room Beth spoke. "You could do it yourself, Ann. You're
almost thirteen years old, for God's sake!"
"For God's sake, for God's sake," Ann mouthed, flopping her head from
side to side. "Mmmmmm, pancakes for me?" she asked, sticking a finger in
Emily's batter.

46

Hair Trigger 17

"No. They're for all three of us," Emily said, letting go of the spoon to slap
Ann's hand away.
"Shit!" Beth cursed and sucked her bleeding finger. She narrowed her eyes
and opened them to see a pair of long, wide huarache sandals across the room,
nearly under the bookshelf, partially hidden by the philodendron's huge leaves.
"Shit!" she said again.
"Hey!" Emily yelped, looking at her sister for the first time that morning.
"You're wearing my shorts! Take 'em off!"
"I'll take 'em off later." Ann went around Emily to the refrigerator.
"NO!" Emily twisted to face her sister. "You didn't ask! Take 'em off now! "
Emily hit the spoon handle. Batter splatted up into the stove fan. "MOM!" She
leaned toward the living room and said, "She's wearing my shorts!"
Beth sighed, then said, "Give your sister back her shorts, Ann."
Ann opened the refrigerator and peered in.
Emily resumed stirring, each stroke of the spoon like a slash through the
bowl. "She didn't even ask me, Mom."
Beth rolled her eyes and looked down at her lap to see how much red thread
she had in the bundle.
Ann stood with one arm propped atop the fridge door. "You know, Mom,
that old man woke me up with his can crushing this morning."
Drawing a deep breath Beth said, "Oh, how horrible to be awakened at nine
o'clock in the morning." She paused. "Close the fridge! You know, that's how
that old man earns a living." Another pause. "Close the damn fridge!" Satisfied
when she heard a dry suction noise, Beth continued, "I'm not going to get into
one of my speeches, but..."
The girls rolled their eyes at each other.
Ignoring their silence, Beth went on, "I'm sure if Ronnie's grandparents
spoke English they could get jobs. I know I'm only a waitress, but it doesn't
seem so bad compared to collecting trash for a living. I mean Ronnie is fifteen,
and I just wonder how they've managed this far. Not that either one of you care.
What if that was you?"
Emily set the bowl of batter on the small counter space between the stove
and refrigerator. She turned and squatted before a cabinet where all the pots,
pans, and the cheese grater were kept. "Get some oil out for me. And then take
off my shorts," she hissed to Ann.
Ann flipped open the cabinet over the bowl. She heard a faint, muffled
plop. It had happened before. She knew that plop. With one hand on the oil bottle, Ann looked down. Sure enough, a skinny, brown cockroach paddled fruitlessly in the heavy, white batter. "Oh shit," she breathed in.
Before she could decide whether to scoop the bug out or 'fess up and throw
away the whole batch, Emily said, "'Oh shit' what?" and leaned over Ann 's

Jennifer Shanahan

47

shoulder to see the shiny, umber blemish rotating its sinking antennae. "You
bitch!" Emily shrieked, slamming the griddle pan onto a front burner.
"I didn't do it!" Ann cried and dropped her hand, backing toward the furnace closet. "It just happened."
"AaaaaaannnnNNNGH. Aaaaanngh. Rrrrrrr," Ronnie moaned loudly.
"You ruin everything I do!" Emily sobbed. Snot shone under her no e, dribbling into her mouth. She lunged at Ann, grabbing a handful of hair over one ear.
"DON'T!" Ann pushed away with both arms and a leg. Her foot caught
Emily in the stomach.
"GIRLS! Goddamnit! Stop! Stop!" Beth ran into the kitchen just in time to
see Emily clutch her stomach and fall to the floor.
Ronnie's moans stopped abruptly.
"You are such a babyyyyy!" Ann screamed. She bent and slapped her sister
on the head.
"STOP IT!" Beth shrieked, grabbing one of Ann's wrists.
Ann jerked free and backed toward the dish drainer. "She started it!" Ann
yelled, pointing the accusatory finger at Emily huddled on the floor.
"I don't give a damn! She's your-" a sob caught in Beth's throat, "your
sister."
Ann glanced at her mother, but the sight of her crying was too much, and to
think that she had caused it... That thought was more painful than Ann could
bear. She stared over the blue-flowered cottage curtains of the dining area window to the brown walls in the shaded gangway. Across the way was a window
just like theirs, concealing the opposite apartment with a heavy beige drape.
Ladderlike shadows from the stairs to the second floor slatted the sun over the
window.
Beth wiped her eyes and said, "Don't embarrass me like this. Please." She
sniffed loudly. "Please."
Emily pivoted in her fetal position and hugged her mom's leg.
Ann looked down at her sister and back at her mother. "Embarrass you?
What does that mean? Who is there-I mean-"
"Oh, let go, Em." Beth stepped away from her youngest. "You 're not a
baby." Emily looked up at her like a hungry cat.
"Excuse me, Beth. This may be a bad time ... ," said a man's voice from the
edge of the living room carpet.
All three women looked. Dressed in a white shirt, green chinos, and
huaraches, stroking his black beard, stood Elliot.
"Yes, it's a really bad time, Elliot." There was a sharpness in Beth's tone
that reminded Ann who the boss was in this apartment. The tone implied that
there was a line not to be crossed with this pale, thin-limbed, blond woman.
Ann realized that she had leapt over the line.
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Emily pulled herself up with the countertop. Timidly she asked, "Did Ronnie move for you to get in?"
Elliot looked to Beth. A ripple moved down her face from temple to jaw.
She turned back to the girls and said, "Elliot spent the night."
"WHAT!?" Ann shrieked. "Here? In your bedroom?"
Emily sucked in her breath and stood on her tiptoes, trying to disappear into
the stainless steel sink. She stared at the chipped, carnation-pink polish on her
toenails.
A fat tear rolled down Ann's cheek. "I thought we were going to talk about
this!"
"I don't have to have your permission, Virginia Ann! I am an adult!"
"HA! If you were-which you're not-you would've consulted me! Us!"
Elliot put his hands in his pants' pockets, then removed them and crossed
his arms.
Pushing away from the counter, Beth said, "I thought you liked Elliot!"
Ann slammed her arms down as though pushing from the bottom of a pool.
"I did! When he was just a friend!" She breathed loudly through her nose, staring hard at her mother, careful not to look right at Elliot.
Beth spread one hand over her eyes. Her bony chest heaved with short sobs.
"Just look what you've done to Em, Mom! She's doing her shrinking thing
again!"
Beth jammed her arms straight against her sides. "Did you ever think that
maybe you make her act this way?" Her voice teetered on a scratching shriek.
An enormous sucking sound came from Ann. She ran past her mother and
sister, around Elliot, down the hall to her room. She slammed the hollow door
three times, then threw herself on the twin bed. She heard Emily shut the door
of her own room.
Cccrruuuunnch. Ccccrruunnnch. Clatter.
"God!" Ann sobbed. She pushed herself off the bed and stepped into her
closet. "Go away," she moaned, sliding the door closed. She scrunched down on
top of her shoes, behind the hanging clothes, in the dark, trying to focus all of
her energy on her mother and how angry she felt. A growing part of Ann hinted
that she, not her mother or anyone else, was wrong.
Ann thought she felt a spider on her bare leg. Brushing furiously at the leg,
she emerged, changed into a white T-shirt, took off the pink shorts, and pulled
on a pair of cutoffs she found under her bed. She wiggled into a pair of blue
sneakers and opened the door.
From her mother's room Ann heard Elliot speaking in his low, formerly
soothing voice. "I'm not sure if it's best for me to stay or go, Beth."
Beth blew her nose. "Well I'm not so sure either." She stopped, leaned on
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her dresser and shouted at Ann in the hallway. "You still have a mess to clean
up, young lady! And don't forget about the laundry!" she finished, slamming
her door.
Ann stepped around the floor fan.
"Aaaangh, aaannnnnk, ooooggggggg, rrrrrrr."
Ann walked straight to the door. Ronnie almost had a finger wedged in the
hole halfway from the top of the screen. Ann placed her fingers on the thin door
handle. "Move, Ronnie." She spoke quietly. Only the screen separated them.
"Aaangh, ha-angh, ha-angh, gh, gh, gh."
Ann recognized this as Ronnie's overexcited mode. She darted a look at his
face, the crusty, drooling mouth, the curly, black hair, flattened nose, roaming
brown eyes. In some ways his face was a lot like other boys who lived around
here, especially Danny Rodriguez, a ninth-grader who rode the same bus as
Ann and lived in the building at the apartment complex's entrance. Danny had a
kind of wide face too. Ann looked over Ronnie's head at the orange door across
the way where Ronnie lived. The perspective awakened her to their similarity in
height, age, and the fact that her front door was also painted bright orange.
"Go on, back up," she said.
"N gh, ngh, ngh," Ronnie banged the screen with his palm.
Ann put her hand against his and pressed. She felt the scritchy metal and
the buckle from her pressure. Looking past his feet, past the overlapping toes
that she saw all year round no matter how cold it got, no matter how much snow
fell, Ann focused on the cement ground. "C'mon, Ronnie. Ronnie, move." She
twisted the handle and pushed the door slightly.
"Rnnrnnneeeeeeeeee."
"That's right. You're Ronnie." She dropped her hand from the screen and
pushed the door open far enough to squeeze out.
Ronnie teetered and hobbled after her. She could hear the distinctive shuffling gait scraping along the concrete. When Ann reached the sun at the edge of
the building, she stopped and turned. "Go back, Ronnie! Go!" She shooed him
with limp hands. He swayed against the metal and concrete stairs to the second
floor, almost collapsing into the bagged piles of cans his grandfather stockpiled
there.
"Aaanngh, 111111111." His hands fell limp just below his collarbone.
Ann turned left, away from the mountains, the apartment complex, her
apartment, and toward the parking lot. Slowly she approached the old man on
his folding chair next to the shopping cart of cans. She saw his gnarled feet in
plastic sandals, white hairs poking out everywhere, his grease-stained khaki
pants, his belly resting on his lap, a maroon tank top barely stretched enough to
cover it. Ann raised her eyes, stared right at the radish-sized growth on the old
man's forehead, and shouted, "Ronnie's following me!"
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Then she ran past the old man around an El Camino up on cinderblocks,
leaped like a clumsy ballerina over a pothole into a grove of cattails where she
stopped and began walking carefully, one foot in front of the other, around a
deep pit in the swamp surrounding the housing project. From her brief glance at
the old man's cans, Ann estimated that she could walk along the railroad tracks
to the highway, look for quarters in the pay phones out in front of the ID-LO
Bar, and be back by the time he finished.
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SERAFINA CHAMBERLIN

TAKING IT BACK TO THE SKY

Emma waited until everyone left for lunch and the offices in the third subbasement below Wacker Drive echoed with emptiness. Utter calm descended
and enfolded her. Everything felt simple and final now that she knew today was
the day to break the bubble pack around the razor blades she'd been carrying in
her purse for months.
Emma pushed the piles of canceled checks and accounting paper into a
mound in the center of her desk and slipped the package of blades into the
pocket of her dress. As she turned the last comer down the long hall to the bathroom, Emma nearly bumped into Jason, the pastry chef from Glen and Barrow,
the fine dining restaurant on the mezzanine level, Wacker Drive entrance. Jason
stood, neck bent as he finished knotting a bandanna around his head, but he
looked up and grinned as Emma stopped short in front of him.
"Hey, Em, got all those numbers corralled?"
Emma nodded, distracted. She wanted to finish before anyone got back
from lunch or the shift change, when the bathroom would fill up with waitresses.
Jason touched her arm to get her to look at him. "Rose being a bitch today?" He chuckled. "Or should I say, more of a bitch than usual? You know, I
jammed the copier this morning around seven and just snuck out, I was so
afraid she'd catch me."
Emma smiled in spite of herself. "Oh, so it was you! She ranted about that
for over a half-hour this morning."
They both laughed and Emma stepped around him in the narrow corridor.
"Don't let her get you down, Emma. People like that, you give them
enough rope, they'll hang themselves."
Emma turned back. "Thanks, J ace."
He winked. "Make it a good day for yourself, Em." Emma turned away so
Jason wouldn't see her eyes welling up. She wondered if he would notice when
she was gone.
The empty bathroom echoed as Emma walked across the tile to the sink. As
an afterthought, she unhooked her sandals and kicked them in a comer on top of
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a pile of crumpled aprons from Rosie's Market. The bathroom reeked of greasy
sweat combined with urine, smoke and dirty feet. A lone in-line skate-one of
the deli waitresses skated downtown every day-had spun out of control against
a locker. For a moment Emma saw herself skating-flying down the deserted
early morning streets, the wind curling her hair-maybe I would feel free then,
she thought, but it wouldn't last long enough. A backpack spilled books onto a
bench in front of the lockers, and Emma smiled when she saw the maroon cover
of Catcher in the Rye. How nice that Holden will be here with me.
Emma wiped out the sink with a paper towel and turned on the hot water.
She knew that some people used cold water-the idea being that a cut under icy
cold water would hurt less-but Emma had always preferred hot. Like the poem
by Dorothy Parker-no, no, by Robert Frost, Emma thought, and whispered,
"'Some say the world will end in fire, Some say in ice. From what I've tasted of
desire I hold with those who favor fire."'
Emma wondered why she'd thought of Dorothy Parker, who had botched
so many suicides in her life that Phillip Kaufmann, the eternally droll playwright, on noticing Parker's bandaged wrists, commented, "Dottie, you really
must be careful, you may hurt yourself one day." Emma laughed and thought,
so she never spoke to him again. Poor Dottie, so misunderstood, the only female
at the Algonquin Round Table. The really sad part is, I read A Tree Grows in
Brooklyn at nine, can quote Frost, and Millay, and probably Parker if I try, but
if I left this room right now, went upstairs and asked the first ten people I saw,
perhaps one, probably not that many, even, of them would have heard of the Algonquin Round Table-what's the point of sticking around when your head is
filled with stuff nobody thinks is important?
Emma ripped open the package of razor blades and laid one carefully on
the edge of the sink. "Ah, Dorothy Parker. Overrated short stories. Cruel but
funny reviews. Cute but not great poetry." Then she remembered one of Parker's
poems and recited it slowly, without irony. "'Resume Razors pain you; Rivers
are damp; Acids stain you; And drugs cause cramp. Guns aren't lawful; Nooses
give; Gas smells awful; You might as well live."'
"You might as well live;' Emma repeated slowly and let the sound and force
of the running water momentarily mesmerize her. The razor blade gleamed on
the edge of the sink, silver on white, "clean and bright, you look happy to me,
to me," Emma sang softly. Yeah, Julie Andrews and the nuns outsmart Nazis in
the Alps. With a soundtrack yet. I was eight-I believed it. I thought "Something
Good" was the boring song though. Now I know just how sad it is.
"Somewhere in my youth or childhood, I must have done something good,"
Emma sang, a little louder, liking the echo of the bathroom. "Nothing comes
from nothing-nothing ever could," she sang on. She was glad she'd wiped out
the sink. No more waitress-y globs of mascara and ash, no cold cups of milky
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coffee on the comers. Just pristine, steaming water. And the key to her future.
Emma hummed on as steam rose around her. She gazed into the mirror over the
sink, not looking at herself whole, which she hadn't done in months, but in
small, manageable pieces. Mouth-OK, someone said it was like Sophia Loren's
once, but he didn't want to kiss me. Eyes-good, but dull, washed-out jade today.
Chin-pointy, heart-shaped, looking for a can to open. Hair-sucks big time.
Emma thought she heard steps coming along the hall and she pushed the
faucet off, listening. Just the thud of her heart. Then Emma realized there was
no stopper in the sink and pulled out a wad of paper towels, stuffing them into
the drain before turning on the water again. She had a sense of needing to get
on with it now and felt the water was almost ready. Another Rodgers & Hammerstein song, from Cinderella, floated into her head. Emma hummed, then
sang, like a show-stopper, arms outstretched and hammy, "Ten minutes ago I
saw you, I looked up as you came through the door, my head started reeling,
you gave me the feeling the room had no ceiling or floor."
She couldn't remember the rest, but now it didn't matter. Emma didn't feel
the first burn of the water as she plunged her hands, blade in the right, into the
sink. Water poured over the sides, and she remembered her seventh-grade science class pricking fingers to draw blood. Don't suppose they do that anymore
in the plague age, she thought, and sank the blade in, quick and sure, dragging
it a half-inch for emphasis, and then cut again next to the first, a little longer.
Don't let anyone stop me now, please, she thought, and then there really were
voices in the hall and Emma pulled her hands out of the sink and in front of her,
like a TV surgeon, a sharp "Oh!" popping out from the pain. The skin on her
knuckles was red, really red, and there was blood now, lots of blood, and it
fucking hurt. The voices were closer and Emma ran into the handicapped stall,
jamming the sliding lock with her elbow. Dropping to her knees, she plunged
her hands into the water of the toilet, chilled by the basement around her, and
wished to cool off just once more before she died.
Time vibrated for Emma. She slumped on the bathroom floor, half-kneeling, half-sitting by the toilet, her burned hands still cooling in the now-bloody
toilet water. As if from across the room, Emma saw herself there, bent in supplication, and then she was on a vaguely familiar Chicago street, on a summer day,
wearing her favorite backless sundress. She had a child locked under each of
her arms, the warmth of their bodies pleasant and comforting rather than too
much in the heat. They hurried along, Emma gripping the backs of their shirts
as they crossed the streets. Then Emma knew she was lost, even though every
building, every storefront looked like she'd been there before. She drew the
silent children in closer, looked up at the white lettering on the green street sign.
"Don't Know It," the sign read. The cross street was McKittridge. Emma was
lost at the comer of Don't Know It and McKittridge, and the children turned into
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cats, long gray stripers slung over each of her shoulders, and she knew something
horrible, something bloody and hopeless and violent was happening at home ....
"Emma, Emma, open this door immediately!" The detached Emma knew it
was Rose, could see her standing outside the stall, rattling the latch. But the
woman slumped on the floor did not move.
Rose bent over and peered under the door. "Katrina, go call 911, right now,"
she said, and getting down on her knees, reached under and squeezed Emma's
calf. Emma half raised her head, saw that Rose had pulled herself into the stall,
noted the ripped and dirty knees of Rose's stockings, and drifted away again,
smiling.
Emma saw herself, dressed in crisp, summer white, walking away, then half
turning to beckon from further down a long hallway. A small door, open to dusty
sunlight, glimmered in the distance. Then the separate Emma was gone and tears
stung in Emma's half-conscious eyes, because she could smell new-mown grass.
Emma would help Caleb cut the front grass every summer Saturday morning, not because it was expected of her, but because she liked it. Caleb would
push the mower, turning prickly dry tufts into velvety emerald paths. Emma followed behind raking, clipping edges with both hands necessary to snap the trimmer, half-hiding behind the hedges at the sidewalk when a neighbor passed by.
"Beautiful day, isn't it, Caleb?" the passerby would sing out-Mrs. Kombloom, with her coiled silver hair and mesh shopping bags, the man who lived
two blocks away and walked his two setters by twice a day. "Where's your little
helper?" they'd ask, with a replying wink to Caleb's nod at the trembling, giggling hedge.
And when they were done, and Emma's hands threatened blisters, and
Caleb's sky-blue T-shirt had turned dark blue in patches, Caleb would say,
"Well how about a surprise?" Emma never knew how he did it, but Caleb would
emerge from the basement with icy-cold bottles of Coke, forbidden in the
Saxon household because it was too expensive with kids who drank milk, in
their parents' opinion, "like water." So, Emma and her father would sit on the
porch steps, drinking Coke and waving to the neighbors on Saturday errands ....
Another memory slid through Emma's mind as she heard Rose say, "For
God's sake, Emma, what have you done, what have you done?"
Twilight on an early summer day. Her brother Luke knelt in front of her on the
lawn and bent her arm up to her head, one finger pointing and tangled in her hair.
Emma giggled. "Whaddya doin'? Don't make me look stupid."
"Silence, Beanstalk. I am the sculptor. You are the clay. Don't move."
Emma's nose itched as she watched Luke's sparkly brown eyes light with a
new idea. He took her other hand and made her bend to put her palm flat on the
dirty pink knee of her jeans.
The clay giggled, squirming. "I have to scratch my nose," she whined.
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"Silence!" Luke sat back on his haunches, looking at his creation. As the
sky darkened, Emma's features blended, her hair melting down her back, her
green eyes the only thing still full of light. "OK, Beanstalk, where's it itch?"
Emma almost lost her balance from jittery, impatient laughter. "LoookeyLuke! Can't I do it myself?"
"Now you know that'll spoil the statue."
"Luke! It's not funny!"
"Then how come you're laughing so hard?"
Then Luke tickled her and they collapsed together in a heap of red-blonde
hair and laughter....
Oh my God, I did have a life, there was some joy, Emma thought, with
pleasant discovery rather than regret, and then Rose opened the door to the stall,
impressing Emma because she was crying.
Then the ambulance people half dragged Emma out of the stall while she
tried to tell them she could get up herself and she fell against Rose, almost hugging her and then, strapped into the gurney, Emma saw streaks of blood on
Rose's designer suit and out of the comer of her eye, the single rollerblade, still
crash-landed against a locker. She remembered the rest of the song and heard in
her head, "I have found you, you 're an angel, and you 're taking me back to the
sky." Emma tugged on the pants leg of one of the ambulance guys, and as he
bent down to hear, she threw her good arm over her head, pointing, but sweeping and grand. "Don't forget my glass slipper," she said, and smiled.
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LYNN K. PURPLE

THE STRANG E TALE OF THE FARMER'S WIFE

Once, a long time ago, a Farmer's Wife stood at the crooked fence that protected her vegetable garden from the goat and the pig and the scratching chickens, and she looked out over the valley. As far as one could see was a neat
patchwork of green and gold fields dotted with white farmhouses and stitched
together with blue streams and brown roads. It was a wonderful sight even on
this strange day. For it was a very strange day indeed. There was no wind. Not a
breath of breeze even on the top of this hill. The leaves just sat on their branches
and waited with the birds. She shrugged her shoulders at the strangeness, sighed
with the pleasure of living, and went into the house.
"Husband, I have just finished plowing the north field and look, I've
brought the first of my garden's tomatoes for our dinner. You rest in your chair
and I'll have the dinner ready in just a moment," she called to the man dozing in
the chair by the cold hearth, his straw hat pulled over his eyes. The Farmer's
Wife disappeared into the larder.
She emerged carrying a covered dish which she placed on a small table by
her husband's chair. Wiping her hands on her enveloping apron, she said, "I'm
afraid that there is but one sausage and one loaf of bread to accompany the
tomatoes. But come, it will be a fine dinner just the same."
"If you weren't so useless we could have more than one small sausage," he
grumbled as he took most of it and cut himself a large hunk of bread. "If you
would sell your chickens, we could get enough coppers for a decent meal and a
nice jug of wine, not this sour stuff," he grumbled piteously.
"Oh, well, Husband, I know that something good will happen today. It's
such a still day, as if everything is waiting, for what I don't know, but it is bound
to be wonderful. Maybe Farmer Smith will bring a wagonload of wheat to be
ground." She began to hum a little tune as she damed her husband's socks.
"He won't. He didn't come this week or last week or the week before that.
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Even if he came you wouldn't be able to grind his grain. Look, the windmill
that turns the great stones is not moving an inch."
Sure enough, the windmill was still. It had stopped moving just like the
clouds had stopped their travels across the sky.
"You had better go and see what's the matter with the mill," the Farmer said
as he settled deeper into his chair and pulled his hat down over his eyes. The
Wife took his heavy toolbox from the shelf by the door and trudged out to the
mill building.
When the millstones were not turning and it was quiet inside the millhouse,
she could hear the Wind sing as the great air sails of the mill moved. Today the
only sound was the crunching of a mouse who had found a piece of forgotten
com.
"Now what has happened to friend Wind?" the Farmer's Wife thought as
she got out the grease bucket to grease the machinery.
Just then, there was a small breath of air that sent little eddies of flour
twirling up and around the mill floor.
"Help." It was a word so soft that the woman thought she had imagined it.
"Help." This time the gust was stronger and seemed to come from the
windmill. Carefully the Farmer's Wife hitched up her skirts and climbed the
stairs and lifted the trapdoor in the roof.
"Is someone here?" she timidly called.
"Here. Help me, please. I'm caught and cannot get myself free."
The Wife climbed out further and saw that there was, indeed, a woman
trapped in the giant sails of the windmill. She was dressed all in gray from the
large feather in her pointed hat to her soft leather shoes. It was her flowing gray
cloak that had gotten tangled in the sails of the windmill and held her fast. The
Farmer's Wife carefully climbed out on the roof and in no time at all had the
woman free.
"Thank you, good Wife, for freeing me. I got tangled up in your windmill
when I fell from my steed. I am the Wind. Tell me what you want as a reward
and it shall be yours," said the gray woman as her long, gray hair blew gently
about her head and her gray eyes smiled.
"Oh, Wind, I don't need a reward for helping you. It is reward enough that
you are free to blow and make my windmill tum."
"You are a good woman," said the Wind. "I won't forget your kindness."
Then the Wind jumped upon her horse-shaped cloud and rode off into the sky.
"Husband, did I not tell you it was a strange day? You are not going to believe what happened," said the Wife as soon as she had climbed out of the windmill. "The Wind was caught in our windmill and I freed her."
"What did she give you as a reward? Gold? Jewels?"
"Oh, she gave us back the breeze. Look, the sails of the mill are turning
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again," said the delighted woman.
"What?" shrieked the Farmer. "You asked for nothing? Oh, you stupid
woman. She could have given us great wealth if only you had asked." And he
began stamping his feet and throwing things and calling her names. He scolded
her all day until, at last, she promised that when she saw the Wind again, she
would ask for a reward. Weeks passed. The Farmer sat in his chair with his
straw hat pulled over his eyes and planned what he would ask the Wind to give
them the next time his Wife saw her, and the Farmer's Wife cheerfully worked
the farm.
One day the Farmer's Wife went with hoe and bucket in hand to the vegetable garden. She carefully planted her carrot seeds in the rich, warm soil and
then, picking up her bucket, went to the well for water. How strange. How very
strange indeed. There was no water. None in the well and none in the trough
where the pig and goat drank. Even the chickens had no water in their henhouse. So the Farmer's Wife took her staff in hand and her bucket on her arm
and started down the hill to the stream that fed the well. Imagine her surprise
when she reached the bank to see that there was no water flowing here either.
Then she heard a gurgling sound that seemed to cry, "Help."
"Is there anyone here?" she said as she looked around.
"Here, I'm caught in this beaver dam. Help me, please."
The Farmer's Wife looked into the dam and there in the center was a
woman all dressed in silver and blue from the top of her head down to her bare
feet. Her long, silver hair was tangled in the sticks the beaver had used to build
his dam. In a moment the Farmer's Wife had her free.
"Thank you, Farmer's Wife, for freeing me. I got tangled up in the beaver
dam when I tried to help a small fish lost from his mother. I am Water. Tell me
what you want as a reward and it shall be yours," said the woman as her silver
hair flowed and eddied around her lovely face.
"Oh, Water, it is reward enough for me that you are free to flow and fill my
well and our brook."
"You are a good woman," said the Water. "I won't forget your kindness."
Then she jumped upon the back of a blue and silver fish and disappeared into
the swiftly moving brook.
When the Farmer's Wife got back home and told her husband what had
happened, he was more furious than ever.
"You stupid Wife," he shrieked as he stamped his foot. "She could have
given us great wealth if only you would have asked." Again he jumped up and
down, throwing things and calling his wife names until he made her promise
that when she saw Water again, she would ask for a reward.
Days passed and the Farmer sat in his chair with his hat pulled over his eyes
as he dreamed of the wealth and riches they would have when his wife saw the
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Wind and the Water again. The Farmer's Wife went on tending the farm and
cooking his meals and washing his clothes. One morning she got up and went
out to her vegetable garden to harvest the carrots she had planted. What a
strange day. For it was a very strange day indeed. It was morning but the sky
was as dark as midnight.
"Help. Help me, please."
The Farmer's Wife turned toward the musical sound and saw a halo of light
surrounding the sundial in the garden.
"Is someone in the sundial?" she asked.
"Yes, I'm caught and cannot get out."
It took the Farmer's Wife no time at all to pry the top off, and there was a
woman dressed all in radiant gold and red.
"Thank you, good woman, for freeing me. I got caught in the dial when I
went to help a young shadow learn how to tell time. I am the Sun. Tell me what
you want as a reward and it shall be yours," she said with a shining, golden smile.
"Oh, Sun, you are my reward. I am happy that you are free to shine and
make my vegetables grow."
"You are a good woman, Farmer's Wife," said the Sun. "I won't forget your
kindness." Then she turned and climbed a sunbeam until she disappeared in the
bright blue sky of day.
When the Farmer heard what had happened, he flew into a terrible rage. He
went stomping around the house, shrieking and flapping his arms and cursing
his Wife for being so stupid until the frightened Wife hid in the comer of the
hearth. Suddenly there was a loud knocking at the door. The Farmer flung it
open and there stood three women.
"I am the Wind," said the one dressed in gray. "Your Wife is kind. I will
blow to her good health from now to eternity."
"I am the Water," said the one dressed all in blue and silver. "Your Wife is
good. I will shower her with never-ending wealth."
"I am the Sun," said the one dressed in gold and red. "Your Wife is loving.
She understands that life is wealth beyond price. That freedom is worth all the
fortunes of the world. That happiness comes with a loving heart. I will shine on
her happiness for eternity."
"What about me? I deserve a reward too. After all, she's my Wife," complained the Farmer.
"Oh, yes. We will give you what you deserve. You are lazy. You are greedy.
You are cruel." So saying this the Sun got darker and the Wind began to blow
and the Water began to rain fat drops on the Farmer and his Wife. The three
women circled the Farmer. The Sun stopped smiling and it was black as midnight. The Wind wailed like a banshee, and the Water rained down so hard that
the Farmer's Wife could see nothing and hid in the comer of the hearth.
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"Now, Farmer, you have your just rewards," howled the Wind. "Now you
will help your good Wife as you stamp and flap your arms, but you shall never
curse her nor call her names ever again."
The next instant the Sun shone and the Wind died down to a breeze and the
Water stopped raining. There was no sign of the Farmer, but in the middle of the
Wife's vegetable garden was a scarecrow flapping his straw-filled arms and
stamping his straw-filled feet in the breeze and wearing her Husband's favorite
hat. And as for the Farmer's Wife, she lives there still on the top of the hill in
good health, happiness, and prosperity.

Lynn K. Purple
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SUSAN KLAISNER

PREFERRING THE WINDOW

The waiter crossed the deck of Manny's Bar n' Grill with an empty tray
tucked beneath his arm. A bad sign. When he stopped at her table, Chloe leaned
back in her chair, tossed her empty glass over the railing, and said, "Let me
guess, Manny's playing Martini Police again ... right?"
"No more than three, Ms. Neal."
"Jesus Christ," she muttered, glaring at the glistening men and women at
the surrounding tables. "So goes another Friday night."
The waiter cleared her evening's litter from the table, then disappeared into
the slurring crowd. Down below, boys clad in black wetsuits crawled from the
green Pacific, lugging their nicotine-yellow boards against their hips, flicking
their sun-yellowed hair at the purring girls on the beach. Beyond the beach,
amongst the sun-bleached buildings, she could see her building, bruised pink
with its feet in the glass-littered sand. She could even see her balcony. Tenth
floor. The only one void of wicker furniture, ceramic wind chimes, and potted
geraniums.
The music was getting louder, the bass working its way up her thighs. The
night crowd was moving in from the pier and Ocean Boulevard. Their glittering
dash of eyes, bronzed cheeks, and carefully arranged wind-swept hair reminded
her of the bungalow and gardenias. She waved to the waiter, collected her purse
and sandals, and held his arm as she rose unsteadily to her feet.
"Night, Chloe!" the night crowd howled as she was led in between their tables. Some of their faces she recognized, then quickly forgot, as the waiter led
her from the outside bar, through the wood and brass-lined restaurant to the
front entrance where her favorite busboy Tommy smoked a cigarette, waiting.
The Friday night routine, now that her children were gone. The escort down the
pier, the barely concealed belief that she was unstable, suicidal, ready for a
padded cell. Everywhere she went nowadays, there was a waiting escort. Cab

62 Hair Trigger 17

drivers knew her address before she opened her mouth. Shopkeepers knew
Rick's phone numbers and called him when she passed out on their gleaming
white-tiled floors. Liquor store owners sat her down behind their counters, filling her with black coffee, avoiding her eyes when she demanded to know if
they could smell her children's absence on her?
David, the children's father-she no longer used their names-assured her
they were adjusting well up north in his tall,wooden house and that they loved
the surrounding trees and clouds. He was even kind enough to lie and tell her
that they missed her, although she doubted children ever miss drunks.
Tommy slung a heavy brown arm across her shoulders and asked if she
wanted help with her sandals. She stuffed them in the pockets of her skirt and
suggested he come home with her.
She could feel his smile, warm and thick against the top of her head.
"Come on, Chloe, you know I don' t do pussy."
"Minor details," she muttered.
He laughed and said something else, but she was no longer listening. She
curled into the warmth of his arm and tasted the Coppertone on his skin and
was careful to close her eyes when they passed a child on the pier. She didn't
know what was worse, seeing a child wandering along the pier alone or with its
parents. When she saw a child alone, she imagined he or she had been abandoned, and when she saw a child with its parents, she herself felt abandoned.
She was spending more and more time with her eyes closed these days.
At the end of the pier, on Ocean Boulevard, across the street from Charlie
Chaplin's old house, Tommy slid her into a cab. She waved good-bye to her Friday night escort and told the cab driver to take her to Belmont Shore.
Rick, her first husband and prisoner, lived in Belmont Shore, in the gardeniadraped bungalow they had bought ten years before. She had the driver drop her
off a block away, at the top of Diamond Hill. Here, away from the pier, away
from the prying eyes and glistening night people, the night was sweet and
warm, magical. The martinis and Valium softened the cracked and buckling
pavement beneath her bare feet as she floated down the cricket-lined street, beneath the swaying palms. The bungalow was set back from the street, nestled
behind giant, pastel-tinted mansions, long ago converted into apartments. It was
the only surviving bungalow in the neighborhood. The rest had been tom down
when new money and lacquered-hair people spilled into the area. The bungalow's only entrance was a crumbling brick path, winding in between houses that
once belonged to the likes of Fatty Arbuckle and Mabel Normand.
Chloe swayed along the brick path, running her fingertips along the stone
hedges on either side, and felt familiar with herself, free from the curl of children's hair and their powder-scented knees and fingers. The path disappeared
into a square of damp green lawn, and there, concealed behind an aging avo-
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cado tree, was the house, draped by wild gardenias, glistening under the moon.
She smiled beneath the spreading arms of the tree and curled her toes around its
roots and bed of dirt. The front window was bright with silver light, and when
she stood at its hem of brick planters, she could see Johnny Carson swing an
imagined golf club from the television to the deserted living room.
She skipped to the side of the house, climbed on top of the canvas-covered
woodpile, and pushed open the bathroom window. She preferred the window to
the door. Dr. Fishkin said it was because she rebelled against her mother's
womb and that the front door reminded her of the birth canal. Rick said it was a
habit. Chloe didn't think about it.
When she stuck her head in the window, she breathed in the deliciously familiar odor of toothpaste, tobacco, and vanilla candles. She slid forward, her
knee against the windowsill, her fingers gripping the rib of the bathtub they had
bought at the swap meet in '78, and then she was floating, down, down until she
was lying in the tub, her cheek against the cool porcelain. She lay there, curled
on her side, watching the pale sheers billow from the open window. The moon
peeked from behind its parade of clouds and she swallowed the Percodan she
found in her pocket.
The audience's muffled screams and Don Rickles's barking laugh lifted her
from the tub. Across the hall in the bedroom, she could hear Rick's gurgling
snores. She grinned and balanced her head on her shoulders as she peered into
the mirrored medicine cabinet over the sink. She pushed her hair back from her
face, liked how she looked in this house, this bathroom. It was like visiting
someone she had not seen in years, someone left behind in the graying pages of
a childish scrapbook. The dried, wild corsages; her hair; the ticket stubs and
scrawled words to forgotten songs; her eyes and lashes. She searched the face
for signs of a father, her original father, the invisible man her mother carried between her teeth. She was careful to avoid her eyes where her mother resided,
careful to avoid the pinched nostrils and full top lip. She suspected her father,
the one she was going to hunt, resided in the sharp, angled cheekbones and
sharp, lined jaw. She turned from the face and stepped into the hall.
The living room lay open to her right. The kitchen, tall, red-and-white
checkered, to her left. Before her lay the bedroom, bathed in the turquoise light
of the bubbling fish tank. Antique Ouija boards and dead clocks filled the wall
above the bed, and her collection of top hats and antique postcards was
arranged lovingly on the low-slung table beside the fish tank. The bungalow's
original Venetian blinds were open and the moon wove its light in between the
glow from the aquarium. And there was Rick, sleeping, a book open on his
chest. His head tilted back, his mouth open, slack and pleasantly vulnerable.
She crouched on the floor and smiled as her eyes danced over this man she had
known since she was a child. She had sat on the sink and directed his hand the
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first time he had shaved. In junior high, when she was too embarrassed to buy a
box of tampons, he had gone for her. Had even read the instructions to her from
outside the bathroom door as she tried, unsuccessfully, to insert the cardboard
tube inside her unwilling vagina.
He had grown up so well. Was so stable and gentle. His only flaw was his
understanding of her, his ex-wife and best friend. A psychic told them that in a
past life he had beheaded her in an ancient battle and that was why he was responsible for her in this lifetime. Chloe had said the old woman was crazy but
Rick said it made perfect sense to him. Why else would he put up with her?
She dropped to her knees and craw led toward the foot of the bed. She
couldn't wait to tell him her plans. Of course he'd accompany her to Chicago.
Above everyone else, he understood her need to find Rayce, but then she noticed he was naked. Rick never slept without his shorts, unless of course, he had
made love. She followed the length of his leg, saw it resting on some kind of
lump beside him. Blankets? A pillow? She was about to crawl to the other side
of the bed and investigate this lump when Rick raised his head. Her smile was
liquid, shimmering, falling past her lips onto her chin. She was delighted to see
him and she was stoned, wonderfully stoned.
"Hi!" she said, sitting back on her heels.
Rick blinked his eyes, once, twice, and slowly turned his head toward the
lump beside him. His head still raised and eyes wide, he frowned and pointed
toward the bedroom door and the darkened hallway beyond that.
"Go in the living room ... NOW!" he hissed.
Sitting up on her knees, she peered over his leg and stared at the lump, and
Rick glared, stabbing his thumb to the door. She saw a mass of yellow hair on
the pillow beside him.
"A blonde?" she whispered, genuinely amazed. A blond lump?
"Get out!" Rick said, moving his legs ever so slowly from the sleeping
woman's hip.
Chloe leaned forward, bracing her hands against Rick's side of the bed. She
knew this woman, recognized the yellow hair, knew what the strands felt like between boozy fingertips. Even the breasts, the small, brown nipples, were familiar.
"I know her from somewhere," she whispered as Rick rolled from the bed.
"No, you don't." He grabbed his shorts from the floor and had one foot in
them when the woman sat up.
Rick froze.
"What's wrong, baby?" the woman purred, rubbing her black-fringed eyes
with loose fists. Chloe grinned, she remembered now. The yellow hair, the
streamers from some office party gone bad. Mary. Her name was Mary. She remembered the name scrawled in purple across one of those Hi My Name's So
and So stickers. She remembered a gold, silk blouse, but where the hell had
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they been? Rick pulled his shorts on quickly and dared not glance toward Chloe
for fear Mary would follow his gaze and see his wild-eyed ex-wife crouched on
the floor beside the bed.
"Are you thirsty?" he asked a little too loudly, moving to his left and leaning forward as he tried to conceal Chloe. "I'm thirsty," he said, his voice rising.
"Real thirsty, I was just gonna .. .! was just gonna get some water. Are you
thirsty, Mary?"
"Come back to bed," Mary pouted, wrapping her arms around herself.
Chloe was fascinated by Mary's pose and was reminded of one of her favorite
Jayne Mansfield postcards.
"So ... l'm gonna get some water now," Rick said, kicking behind him as
Chloe leaned forward, her face against his thigh.
Chloe remembered slapping the name tag across Mary's upraised buttocks
and the sun grinning orange and red through the hotel draperies. She remembered Mary's laugh.
"McBrady's !" Chloe shouted, clapping her hands and elbowing Rick aside.
"McBrady's Bar... the telephone company. The Christmas party!"
Mary lunged for the bed sheets. "Who's that?" she cried, covering herself
and backing away from the howling woman at the side of the bed. Was she actually trying to high-five her?
"Jesus Christ," Rick said, throwing his hands up in defeat. "This is beautiful, just fucking beautiful, Chloe."
Chloe laughed, nodded her head, and smiled up at Rick and then back at
Mary. "Man, what a coincidence! How the hell are you? Are you still working
for the phone company?"
With one hand clutching the sheet to her throat, Mary reached behind her
for her glasses on the nightstand. Rick was still moaning about Jesus Christ and
his goddamn luck, but Chloe fluffed her hair with drunken fingers and posed as
if Mary was adjusting a camera. Chloe knelt quiet and serious at the bed, biting
her lips when a giggle inched its way to the comer of her mouth. She waited as
Mary slid the glasses up her long, long nose and then, when Mary's eyes
widened and her mouth did one of those perfect pink "Oooohhss," Chloe flung
her arms wide out on either side of her swaying self and cried, "TA-DAAAA!"
"You?" Mary said. "You? What are you doing here?"
"Small world, ain't it?" Chloe grinned, quite pleased with herself. It wasn't
every day she remembered something-most importantly, someone. She wasn't
even sure why Mary was lodged in her creaking memory bank. Mary, a mere
one-night stand. Chloe lost count of the women and men she had spent a weekend, a month with.
But here was Mary, and of course, Rick, who wasn't very pleased and who
was still cursing his luck and the absence of a god. Mary was saying something,
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at least her lips were moving, and there was some sound, some kind of voice
other than Rick's in the room. She couldn't stop laughing. God was she stoned.
For a moment, a fraction of a moment, Chloe was able to put Mary's voice
with her mouth and felt her stomach roll and clench.
" ... and you were mean, real mean ... you hurt me ..."
The words floated in and out of Chloe's consciousness. Hurt her? Mean?
" ... the doctor ... two stitches ... freak ..."
And then she remembered those nipples and the blood in her mouth. The
handful of yellow in her fist, and running. God yes, she remembered running
from the hotel, banging her fist with all those yellow strands against the side of
her head and finally stopping and shoving the yellow, the yellow stuff into some
hedges.
Her head wobbled and her eyes squinted as she tried to focus on Mary. She
watched Mary's lovely pink-lined mouth form the words, "Fucking freak!" But
then she wasn't looking at Chloe any longer, she was looking at Rick and her
eyes were wet and her mouth was long and red and falling.
"I was drunk. I was drunk, dead drunk, and this ... this thing said I could
sleep it off in her hotel room ..."
Chloe crawled up on the bed and sprawled beside Mary. She wanted to tell
her that she was sorry, that she lost it sometimes, and that she would never intentionally hurt anybody. She patted Mary's sheet-covered thigh and thought
that if she concentrated very hard she could get the words out of her mouth,
thought that she could calm Mary down, make her understand. But then Rick
was bending over her.
"Do you mind?" Rick said as he did his best to pry Chloe from the nowshrieking Mary. But in the struggle his hand slipped and the sound of his wide,
brown fingers smacking against Mary's arm made even Chloe look up.
Mary scrambled from the bed, pulling the sheets with her. "I don't know
what the two of you are up to, but I can assure you I'm not playing ..." She dug
her clothes from under the comforter and waved a skirt and blouse at Chloe.
"And don't think I won't call the police this time, you fucking freak!"
"Ah, come on, Mary, I can explain this whole thing." Rick took a step toward her, made to move around the bed where Mary was frantically crawling
into her clothes. "You see, Chloe here-"
Mary held out a shoe. "Don't take another step toward me."
"Please let me explain-"
Mary stuffed her arms into her blouse, slid her shoes on her feet, and glared
toward the bed one last time. "I don't care what you have to say, Rick. The fact
that you know this, this freak, says it all."
There was more said. More threats about the police, and more whining and
begging of apology from Rick, but Chloe was no longer listening. She had long
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since lost the ability to concentrate and was already forgetting who the woman
with the yellow hair was and why she was backing out of the room and why
Rick was wringing his hands and nearly weeping as he pointed to Chloe
sprawled on the bed, grinning at both of them.
She closed her eyes, closed her hands and shoulders, legs and feet, and
when the front door slammed shut she was vaguely aware of Rick turning on
the lamp beside the bed and screaming for her to open her goddamn eyes!
When she opened them, which was considerably later, he was sitting beside
her staring at the fish tank, blowing smoke rings.
She pulled her tongue from the roof of her mouth and Rick handed her a
glass of water. "What time is it?" she asked, shoving the glass aside.
Rick blew three more smoke rings. "Does it matter?"
"Only when you first wake up," she yawned. "From that moment forward it
doesn't mean shit. Just another silly human question."
They lay for a while, each listening to the other's breathing. Rick's was
slow, sad and watchful. Chloe's was wet and labored. He pulled the sheet over
her shoulder, brushed her hair from her eyes, and sighed, "A lesbian. I finally
bring a woman home, actually sleep with her, and she turns out to be a lesbian."
"Lesbian?"
"Yeah, you remember-Mary, the woman who ran out of here threatening
to call the police. She's a lesbian."
"I seriously doubt it," Chloe said, kissing the back of Rick's hand. Images
of her hand pressed over Mary's mouth in that long-ago hotel room mingled
with the evaporating smoke rings above their heads.
"Well, I liked her. I really liked her," Rick said, dropping his cigarette into
the overflowing ashtray beside the bed.
"Yeah, me too." Chloe smiled and then, deciding there had been enough
trauma for a single night, watched Rick's face carefully when she said, "She's a
little too loud in the sack ... don't you think?"
"Loud? What do you mean?"
"Oh, you know, a lot of screaming and moaning. Calling for Jesus and
Mary-that kind of loud-really-into-it kind of loud."
Rick frowned and looked at Chloe suspiciously. "Really?"
"Oh sure. A real spitfue, that one."
Rick pulled Chloe to his chest and stomach. After a few moments he asked,
"Real loud, huh?" And then Chloe started to laugh and Rick slowly grinned, and
when she opened her eyes again it was the next day and Loretta Lynn's greatest
hits were drifting across the bedroom on the back of the midmorning sun. For a
moment, a very small, quiet moment, she remembered her dreams and wondered
when she'd stop searching for her children beneath trees in her sleep.
Her arm shot out, and her hand, there at the bend of her wrist, hit the back

68

Hair Trigger 17

of Rick's head with a loud THWACK. For a moment she couldn't imagine doing
anything else, it seemed too perfect, too natural. She had asked him a question,
had asked him to join her on her trip to Chicago but he had said no. He had refused, claiming he had a life. He had never said no before. She had never had to
hit him before, so she steadied the bowl of Wheaties in her other hand, licked
the trail of milk from her thumb, and was grateful he hadn't turned around,
grateful he had not said, "Oww" or "That hurt."
He folded the newspaper, sipped his coffee, and soaked up the last few bites
of egg with cold, dry toast, and she stared at the offending hand and marveled
that she could still feel the texture of his hair, knotted and warm from sleep,
against her knuckles. In the living room Loretta Lynn wailed that someone wasn't
woman enough to take her man, and bacon, long ago abandoned on the stove,
lay in its own grease, cold and forgotten. She wondered what she was supposed
to do now. She wanted him to come to Chicago with her, wanted him to fit into
the carefully plotted-out details she referred to as plans, but she had hit him, had
even screamed when she had done it, and she didn't know how to take it back so
she sighed, dumped the bowl of Wheaties in the sink, sat down at the table
across from him, and wondered at the taste of sour milk at the back of her throat.
He didn't look up. She sighed again, this time dotting her breath with a
mewing "Mmmmm." He wiped his mouth with a napkin, opened the newspaper
again, and ignored her. Loretta Lynn continued to gouge the stereo in the next
room, and the yellow slide of light spilling from the screen door warmed
Chloe's back and shoulders, and then she noticed that she was sweating and it
wasn't from the mid-morning sun and that her stomach was curling against
someone else's spine, and her bowels were twisting and burning, and by the
time she recognized her old friend the shakes, Rick had already slammed the
bottle of tequila onto the daisy-littered placemat before her. She didn't have to
look at him to know his gaze was smudged and lined as she tipped the bottle to
her lips.
When she was no longer shaking, the sun had risen to the center of the back
yard and she could see its fingerprints on the rose bushes and the green arms of
the avocado tree. Rick had long since ridden away from the bungalow on his
shiny, red ten-speed when she closed the front door behind her. She realized
later, much later, that it was the first time in a long time that she had used the
door instead of the window.
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MISSING PARTS

Chloe knew she was sleeping on the patio and could smell the lemon
bushes along the side of the house. Never mind that they had long ago been
transplanted to Janey's new back yard in Pasadena. So she slept under a dusty
blanket that reminded her of something nice but she couldn't place it, and then
she was standing and below her she could see the roof of the house but then
suddenly the roof was gone and she could see into each room, could see the
tops of their heads.
Razor-sharp light spilled in from the sides of the house, through huge, gaping
windows, but up above, where she stood, it was night, very dark night. Flapping
against her ankles was the hem from her favorite Easter dress, but why was it so
long on her? This was her favorite dress when she was barely ten years old. She
was a grown woman, a tall woman at that. Looking down at the dress she saw
that her breasts had evaporated and her arms were shorter, her elbows red with iodine, boasting thick, yellow scabs. She could no longer see the house below her.
A fog had settled ju t below her shiny, black, patent-leather shoes, and she started
to panic. What would happen if she wasn't able to see what they were doing? She
tried to force her body down, down from the sky, but the wind grew thick and
every time she tried to flap her arms, it would pinch her sides, her ears until she'd
cry out and stop.
Then she was standing before the steps of the gray, splintered church and
her dress was dragging behind her and her feet and legs were so small she could
barely make it up the steps. But Brother Ballard was screaming and the women
with the metal-gray hair were screaming, and she knew if she didn't get in there
quick they would think she didn't want to go to her stepfather's funeral, and
then they'd think she killed him. At the casket no one saw her, no one except
her mother who stood at the pulpit beside Brother Ballard. She was smiling.
The Easter dress was getting shorter and shorter and the puffy sleeves were biting into her arms and breasts and she couldn't step back from the casket and she
couldn't avoid Hal's face.
Hal was watching her, behind his sewn-shut eyes he was watching her,
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checking to see if she was crying, checking to see if she was smiling and all she
could do was stand there wishing someone would close the lid, would throw
him in the ground, but no one could because she was sprawled across the casket, her face in his lap and she was looking through his pockets for the medicine
the doctor had told him to take but all she found was a stack of Polaroids tied
with a rubber band and then her mother was demanding she show the mourners
the pictures. But Hal was moving his hips, slowly, up and down, and his eyes
were sewn shut and his mouth was sewn shut and her mother demanded to see
the pictures, demanded to know why she had posed naked.
Before the suitcases were opened, the drapes pushed aside, and the bellboy
tipped, Chloe held the flesh-colored phone to her ear and listened to the voice of
her father. She was thirty years old. He said, "Helloooo." She smiled, she
smiled deeply and said, "Is this Rayce Golliver?" He answered, "Yes, who's
this?" and then she hung up. She tossed a crumpled ten-dollar bill into the bellboy's waiting palm and did not breathe until he closed the door behind him.
"Well?" her brother Todd called from the bathroom. "Was it him?"
"Yeah."
"So?"
"It was him."
Todd stepped from the bathroom and raised his hands imploringly. "Well
what did he sound like, what did he say?"
But Chloe couldn't answer him. Not yet. She wanted to think. Wanted to
taste this feeling, wanted it all to herself. She wanted a bottle of Wild Turkey.
"Well I'm gonna go prowl, wanna come along?"
She looked at Todd, watched him slide his arms into his jeans jacket,
watched his eyes and his hair and frowned. Pushing the new voice of her father
behind her ears somewhere, she realized she was afraid for Todd. He had never
been in Chicago, had never traveled on his own. Images of black-and-white
movies flickered from her memory and she was certain that gangsters with
syphilis and Tommy guns waited for Todd in the lobby of the Hilton.
"Doesn't it seem kind of creepy, I mean no ocean and all?" she asked, pushing the drapes aside and peering into what the cab driver referred to as Grant
Park. Much to her relief she did not see gleaming, black cars slowing down before the hotel, no men leaning against lampposts signaling with thick, white cigarettes. Todd moaned in disgust.
"Ah, come on, Chloe, don't do that stuff now-it's a fucking adventure, remember?" He pulled black, Tom Cruise glasses from his pocket and slid them
over his eyes, slowly and deliberately. "You promised, remember? No black
holes, no nervous breakdowns-OK?"
"No black holes, no nervous breakdowns. What about an accidental overdose?"

Susan Klaisner 71

Chloe attempted a smile. Todd frowned.
"Yeah, I know, the overdose bit eventually gets boring. Go on, enjoy yourself. Do you need money?"
Todd pulled a metallic-blue Visa card from his pocket and grinned. "Mom
got me at the airport." He crossed the room, his shoulders slouched expertly, his
legs a little more lanky than usual. At the door he smiled sweetly and said, "Remember there's one of those meetings on the fifth floor at noon." He slammed
the door behind him and she heard him laughing as he jogged down the hallway
toward the elevator.
One of those stupid AA meetings. She plopped down on the hotel harderthan-hell bed and pulled one of the equally hard pillows across her face and
counted the days since her last drunk. Thirty-three days. Not that she remembered her last drunk. At the clinic she had complained to her counselor, the one
she openly referred to as Dragon Lady, that not only could she not remember
her last drunk, she could barely remember the last few years. Dragon Lady had
explained to her that low-bottom drunks, such as yourself Chloe, are protected
by some kind of higher beings. Higher beings that withhold the memory for
awhile. "You'll thank them. Believe me, you'll thank them," the Dragon Lady
laughed, glancing at Chloe's file. A few days later on visitors' day, Rick sat
across from her with a visitor tag pinned to his sleeve. She asked him about her
last bender. Rick looked away from her then, his eyes roamed toward the
nurses' station and his hands picked at his Alanon flyer nervously. All she could
get him to say was that her last bender involved at least a dozen cops and that he
had put her belongings into storage. He left fifteen minutes before visiting hours
were over.
The phone rang.
She dragged the receiver beneath the pillow and mumbled something resembling a greeting. Her mother's silence answered.
"What do you want?" Chloe groaned.
"I just can't believe you'd go looking for that lowlife son of a bitch."
"Thanks for the support, Mother."
"Support? What the hell did he do to support you?"
"Maybe I can pick you up a souvenir or two. How about some salt and pepper shakers or an ashtray shaped like Lincoln's head? Or better yet, how about
some thumbscrews?"
"Where's Todd? I want to talk to Todd now."
"He's not here."
"He left the hotel? You let him leave by himself?"
"Oh, come on," Chloe moaned, but she carried the phone to the window and
surveyed the street for flashing lights and ambulances. "He's perfectly capable of
walking down the street alone."
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She could hear Janey light a cigarette, could almost feel the plume of gray
smoke blowing through the mouthpiece. "If anything happens to him, Chloe ..."
"You'll what...you'll be pissed at me? You'll make my life more miserable
than you already have?"
Janey exhaled and said, "All right, Sarah Bernhardt... we all know how pitiful your life has been ..."
Chloe threw the phone and the pillows across the room and lay with her
eyes shut tight until her heart returned to her chest. She could feel the sweat
creep from her hair into her eyes. She knew it wasn't the temperature of the
room. The temperature was fine. Everything was always fine outside of her. She
wanted a drink. She wanted a handful of Valium dotted with a couple of Percodan. She wanted to slide her fingers around her mother's elegant neck and
squeeze until her eyes popped. She rolled from the bed, grabbed the hotel key
and two packs of cigarettes from her purse, and went to the AA meeting on the
fifth floor, where she of course refused to speak. She did have to admit as she
darted from the room when the meeting was over that there was a comfort in
being surrounded by people just as goofy and fucked as she.
When she reached her room, there were five messages from Janey, and
Todd was lying on the cream-colored rug before the big-screen TV with the
sound turned down and the stereo blaring some kind of polka music. The six
empty malt glasses before him suggested room service, and Chloe resisted the
urge to check his body for bullet holes.
"I told the front desk not to take any more of Mom's calls," Todd said without looking up. "I'll call her tomorrow and breathe so she'll know I'm alive."
"Cool."
In her room she closed the door and stared at the phone.
She arranged to meet Rayce in the only bar she knew of in Chicago. Todd
asked her if she felt funny meeting her father for the first time in a lesbian bar.
She shrugged her shoulders and felt the first real smile to pinch her lips in
weeks. It made sense somehow or maybe it was just the shock value she appreciated. She wasn't quite sure how she felt. One part of her was the little girl who
used to lie awake at night imagining a father who had never stopped looking for
her. A father who wouldn't stick his tongue down her throat. A father who
would not be afraid of Hal and would kill him if he knew what Hal had done to
her. The other part of her, the damaged part, wanted to meet him in a gaudy bar,
clad in leather, boasting fangs. She wanted to twist his arm and hiss in his ear.
She wanted an explanation. Why hadn't he hired a detective like the ones in the
movies to find her? Why hadn't he cracked her mother's skull when she announced she was taking his daughter to California?
She sat on the side of the bed and lit another cigarette. There were already
three burning in the ashtray. All this parent crap reminded her of her own chil-
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dren. It burned her eyes to think of them. It was dangerous to remember the soft
pink scent of their little fingers and arms. Lethal to remember round baby eyes
and damp, sandy hair against her lips and eyes. What questions might they be
saving for her? Not having booze or happy pills made the forgetting a little
more difficult, so she dug her fingernails just beneath her eyes, bit the inside of
her mouth, and waited for the gurgling voices and hiccupping cries to slide
away. The Dragon Lady suggested prayer. Chloe hoped it never got that bad.
It was seven o'clock. She had one hour to try on at least ten different outfits. The plastic-covered dress she had bought on the way to the airport leered
from inside the garment bag hanging on the bathroom door. What did she have
to wear a dress for? She tried on her favorite pair of black jeans and an oversized burgundy sweater. The dress smiled all the more. She tore off the jeans
and sweater and pulled on beautifully tom Levis and a paint-splattered T-shirt
she had bought in El Monte during some barely remembered Cinco de Mayo.
The dress giggled and shook its padded shoulders and swished its black silk
skirt. She nearly ripped it from its hanger.
When she stepped from the bedroom, Todd clutched his chest and dramatically groaned.
"Oh shut up," she growled, stepping before the mirrored wall of the foyer.
She didn't know what to say or think. She looked, well, she actually looked
nice. Not just so-so nice, but elegant nice.
"Geez, your hair's even combed," Todd said, stepping cautiously toward
her. "You look beautiful, Chloe. Real beautiful. Just like you do all the time, but
usually you really have to look past all the ... well, all the stuff to see it, you
know?"
Chloe smiled and actually felt her cheeks warm. She turned her face and
followed her gaze down to the black, gleaming points of her shoes and up to the
gleaming hair lying smooth and soft, brushed away from her forehead and ears.
She didn't look nearly as old as she imagined herself. Her eyes were smooth
and clear, and on either side of her lips dimples long forgotten appeared.
"Amazing, isn't it, Todd?" she whispered, resisting the urge to twirl.
"Yeah, fucking amazing." Todd moved behind her and fluffed her hair over
her bare shoulders. "Is this one of those spiritual awakenings Dragon Lady told
you about?"
She swiped his hands from her hair and pushed her hair back from her
shoulders. She attempted her best frown but her face would not obey. Was she
actually blushing? She grabbed her new purse, shoved her cigarettes, wallet,
and lipstick into it, and allowed Todd to pull the price tags from the straps before she stepped out the door and headed toward the elevators.
In the back of the cab she wondered how smart it had been to insist he not
tell her what he would be wearing or what he looked like. At the time she was
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sure she'd recognize him. He'd be all the missing parts of herself. All those
parts she didn't see on her mother or her mother's relatives. This was all new
stuff. When the cab pulled up at the curb before the purple lit windows of the
bar, she saw him standing there.
"Here you are, lady," the cab driver barked, pointing toward the meter. For a
moment she considered telling him to take her back to the hotel. But the face of
her father was turning toward her, his eyes, so unlike hers and her mother's,
squinted above a cigarette, and he was stepping toward the cab, and the cab driver was saying, "Hey, lady, I gotta go!"
Rayce opened the cab door, tossed a bill into the driver's lap, gently
reached inside the back of the cab toward Chloe, and curled his hand around her
wrist. She could feel a sob welling somewhere behind a peal of laughter and did
not know where to look or where to step. He guided her over the curb and
propped her up against a dented newspaper stand.
"Chloe," he said, flicking his cigarette into the street.
"Rayce," she answered, wondering what her voice sounded like. Should she
tell him she didn't drink anymore? "How did you know it was me?" she blurted,
fumbling with her purse, wrapping the straps around her fingers until her
knuckles hurt.
"You look just like your mother." She must have made a face because he
smiled, brushed a strand of hair from her eyelashes, and said, "Sorry."
"Well what are you gonna do?" She shrugged, took a deep breath, and motioned with her purse for him to stand back. "Let me see you."
He did a mean James Dean pose, complete with leather jacket, cuffed
Levis, and pout. "What do you think?" he asked, raising his hands and turning
around for full viewing.
That's when she started to cry, loud, bawling-like-a-baby cry. He was beautiful and she could see herself in his chin, his forehead, his shoulders, his legs.
All of those missing parts were standing here, right here in front of her, and she
was terrified of what this would do to her. The magazine articles and TV shows
about people's horror stories of meeting their original parents thumped somewhere at the back of her skull, and if he hadn't wrapped his arms around her
when he did, if he hadn't cupped his nicotine-stained hand against her cheek
and pressed his dry lips against her eyebrows, she might have run away, might
have run until there was nowhere else to run, and she realized she didn't want to
run anymore, so she pulled her face away from his chest, touched his dark, lined
face with her fingertips, and tried out the word, Dad.
She didn't regret the bar. The black, plastic bar and swirling pink and lavender lights bouncing from the aged disco ball seemed appropriate. He knew the
bartender and the waitress who stomped to the booth where they sat holding
hands. He was sweating, sweating bad. He smiled shakily when he introduced
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Chloe as his daughter. Chloe guessed he was still a junkie. Thought he'd probably had a few successful dry spells, maybe even prayed like the Dragon Lady
suggested. Sitting there beside him she could smell the short span of time her
mother had shared with him and was surprised when she envisioned how her
mother might have been back then. Young, fresh from some God-awful convent,
willing to spend days upon weeks in bed with the leather-clad poet. Maybe
Janey had been a hopeless romantic then. Maybe Janey was just young and stupid. Who could say?
When he asked her what she wanted to drink she took a deep breath, eyed
the bar behind the waitress longingly, and asked for a diet Coke, with about six
limes please. He smiled and wiped the sweat from his eyes with one of the
many napkins the waitress had brought to the table. The lights flashed vulgar
displays of purple against the duct-taped dance floor, and Chloe leaned her head
against Rayce 's rigid shoulder.
"Probably got lots of questions, huh?" he asked, picking up yet another
napkin. From the comer of her eyes she watched the sweat drip from his chin
and the tip of his nose, watched it fall on the cracked leather of his jacket sleeve,
and sighed.
"Nah, let's just sit for awhile and watch the dancers." She pulled two cigarettes
from her purse and lit both. He took one from her mouth and nodded his head.
"Yeah, let's just watch the dancers." He wiped his face, again.
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SUSAN KLAISNER

THEATRICS AND ORGASMS

She was at her Wednesday Night Women's Group when she said "If I ever
have sex again, I will not fake an orgasm." At the time it seemed a very profound statement. Everyone else was saying it. Sex, orgasms, and the overall
mistrust of the penis was the evening's theme, and from the comments flying
around the table, Chloe gathered that faking orgasms was somehow harmful.
Whatever the reason, she had made the promise and was kind of proud of herself when Peg, the woman with the longest sobriety and the tightest face, managed a smile and led the group in a tearful, "Good for you!"
Not quite a week later, she had the opportunity to keep her promise but had
the sinking feeling she had not done it right. Manuel fell asleep before she
craw led off of him, and as she lay at his side she was surprised to feel, of all
things, cheated. It wasn't because she didn't, as they say, climax. She preferred
her own and didn't particularly feel the need for companionship or assistance
during that moment. No, what she missed was the theatrics of the faked orgasm.
All that neighing, whining, and sobbing. Hair flying every which way, head
flung forward and back, back and forward. Eyes clenched shut or opened wide,
depending on the mood, the motivation. Oh God, she thought, what if she was
some kind of freak, the only woman in Chicago or the United States for that
matter, who actually liked faking it? And what about the women who did
that ... actually had an orgasm, right there in front of someone? She couldn't
fathom anyone willingly throwing themselves out there like that. She inched
away from Manuel's damp arm, stared at the light fixture overhead, and wondered if she'd ever be normal, better yet, would she ever know what normal
was? Where was that goddamn rule book everyone else seemed to have found
and memorized? No, she just didn't get the Big "O" concept, and obviously, she
had made an awful mistake promising something like that on Wednesday night.
Talk about being in the moment!
Ever since she became sober, joined the ranks of AA, and acquired an ear

Susan Klaisner 77

for psychobabble, she heard over and over again the importance of sex in sobriety. Books were given to her, books were loaned to her. Hell, probably enough
to fill a goddamn library, all about sexual intimacy, sexual healing and one in
particular titled, Everything You Ever Wanted to Know About Drug and Alcohol
Free Masturbation. It seemed every meeting she went to lately was drenched
with the topic, and there was always someone willing to share their experiences
and thus their advice. They told her how different it was when you were actually
aware of what was going on and who was inside you, and always they recommended she remain abstinent from sex for the first year, work on her sobriety
before embarking on that journey to the land of penises, vaginas, and whatnot.
Well, she had been sober nearly eleven months, had not had a lover in over
a year, had not even thought much about it, and then, last night after hours of
schlepping food to a bunch of drunken Cubs fans, she noticed Manuel, the new
dishwasher, and knew that she would wait in the parking lot, knew that when he
walked out the back door she would lean out the car window and say, "Hey,
Manny... need a ride?"
She smoked a full pack of cigarettes in that hour of waiting and relished the
tight feeling in her belly and thighs. She recognized the thrill of the hunt, the
absence of reason, the refusal to think of what she was about to do. The only
thing she knew for sure was that she would insist on a condom, she'd be on top,
and she'd not fake an orgasm.
But now it was morning and the sun was leering at her with its yellowed
eyes through the window above her bed. Coffee pots were dripping their morning magic across the city and the guy next door, the one with the coughing motorcycle, was leaving for work. She nudged Manuel's side and in very bad
Spanish told him it was time to go. From the comer of her eye she watched him
rise from the bed, noted the watery image of the Virgin Mary tattooed across his
wide, brown back, and quickly rolled on her side, away from him. He dressed
and in English just as bad as her Spanish said one of two things: he had had a
nice time, or red shoes were nice on wet cats.
She mumbled "Adios" into the pillow long after he closed the front door
behind him, long after she heard his cowboy boots on the sidewalk below. She
imagined the neighbors, shopkeepers, everyone on her block peering from their
windows and doorways. Envisioned their gasps of horror and disbelief, and then
suddenly she was Hester Prynne, being led to a bonfire set up in front of Starbucks. A large, red felt letter A had been sewn onto the front of her black Just Do
It T-shirt. And just before they tied her to the stake, she announced to the
screaming crowd that she at least hadn't faked it. They quickly let her go. She
lifted the lace sheer from the window and peered down into the street. The shops
weren't even open yet and the faceless people driving by in their shiny little cars
never even glanced in her direction. So much for being the center of the universe.
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Now what? She kicked the sheets from the bed, pulled the pillow over her
face, pulled it off, then threw it to the floor where it lay with its siblings, the
sheets. It was too early for Oprah and she wasn't in the mood for Bryant, Katie,
or the latest video images coming out of Bosnia. And besides, she didn't have
the energy to look for the remote control. She vaguely remembered it being
knocked from the nightstand, along with the lamp, when she was yanking
Manuel's T-shirt over his head. She considered masturbating, even tried to drum
up an image or two, but the phone rang. She let the answering machine do the
dirty work.
When she heard his voice she sat up, grabbed the sheets from the floor, and
covered herself. It was Keith, her boyfriend. Keith who had suggested they wait
a little longer before becoming sexually involved, you know, really get to know
each other first. Keith, who was stable, reliable, and safe. Keith, who went to
men's groups, banged drums in the forest with his bare-chested warrior brothers, and who felt compelled to evaluate every single, solitary emotion he experienced day or night. Good ol' Keith.
His voice on the machine was saturated with trust. He said he just wanted
to say hi and he was thinking of her.
She wasn't sure what she felt the most. Guilt or resentment. Guilt because
if she was going to have sex with anyone, she should have at least considered
Keith. Resentment because this whole sobriety bit, this whole feeling-your-feelings crap sucked. What good did it do to contemplate your navel every five minutes? Was it going to bring her children back or make her own childhood go
away? And what would Keith have done had she showed up at his door last
night demanding their sexual relationship begin NOW! He probably would have
had to pray, meditate, and call a dozen friends first. There would have been the
discussion of boundaries, expectations, and God-only-knows what else.
What the hell did he expect of her anyway and who was he to call with that
simpering I trust you voice? What was wrong with nabbing a dishwasher from
work once in a while? And where was the tragedy in faking an orgasm? She
rolled over the drying wet spot, crawled from the bed, and stomped to the
kitchen where she discovered there wasn't enough coffee for even one cup.
Fucking coffee pot! She glared at it, almost waved her fist at it, but she caught
her reflection in the toaster. There she was, naked, pale and distorted, sprawled
across the toaster's gleaming sides. She closed her eyes.
She found a pair of jeans on the bathroom floor. While she peed, she turned
them right side out and shoved her legs into them. Her hips and thighs ached.
And she noticed that her breasts felt as if they had been slapped around or
something. What the hell had happened? It wasn't like the encounter had been
particularly gymnastic. Maybe this was how it felt when you have been abstinent from sex for over a year. Terrific ... and now she had to go out and get cof-
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fee. "Good fucking morning," she said to no one in particular and eased her
pants over her hips.
At the sink she splashed water on her face and ran her wet fingers through
hairspray-littered hair, and to her reflection in the mirrored medicine cabinet,
she demanded to know what the fuck was going on. But the mouth didn't move
and the eyes just looked away. "Coward," Chloe muttered. And then she heard
the arrival of shoulds. The shoulds were a lovely little band of thoughts that had
followed her around throughout her life. When she was a child, they told her
she shouldn't hate her mother just because she drank a little too much and
slapped her around a little too hard. They told her when she should feel
ashamed, embarrassed, or unwanted, and most importantly they told her how
she should feel at any given moment. This morning they were especially alert.
They crowded around her and waggled their pudgy little fingers in her face and
jotted down in their ledgers every detail of her appearance. Everything from the
fact that she hadn't taken a shower, her mascara was smeared beneath her eyes,
and her hair was a mess. "You should have thought of taking a shower before
anything else!" they cried.
But Chloe, for once, was in no mood. "You're not starting on me yet,
gang ... not before I get a pot of coffee down my throat," and with that she rushed
past them, grabbed a sweatshirt from the back of the couch, her keys and tennis
shoes at the front door, raced down three flights of stairs and didn't stop running
until she was standing in line, behind all the other blank-eyed people at White
Hen's coffee counter.
Outside she sat on the curb, cradled the megasize styrofoam cup with obvious affection, and even smiled at Mrs. Yugan, the neighborhood's resident tarot
card reader, as she waddled past. She loved this comer. The Ravenswood El
screaming overhead, the perfect little shops, eateries, and cafes catering to the
perfect little people of Lincoln Park. Of course she saw herself as the neighborhood misfit and wondered if all these people driving by saw it too. The outside
of her, black clothing, beads, toe rings and tattoos, was obvious, but she wondered if they could see the crowd just behind her gaze. The chorus of shoulds,
the constant presence of a past gone bad. Rayce, her father, assured her that
everyone was saddled with the same crowds, but what did he know? He got
clean and sober and moved right in with the pretty people. Not that she blamed
him or anything, it was where he should have been all along. Being a heroin addict has a tendency to do that to a person. Gets in the way and separates you
from where you should be. Now he was writing and on weekends he read his
poetry to a black-clad generation at local cafes.
Chloe gulped the last of the lukewarm coffee and brushed the shoulds aside
when they whispered that she should have at least brushed her teeth. She left
Armitage and wandered the tree-lined streets of the surrounding neighborhoods.
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It was spring, and spring always reminded her of California. She felt sorry for
those she left behind on that rotted coast. Those who never witnessed the birth
of infant leaves dotting the graceful arms of a tree. Those who never experienced the seduction of tulips when they waved their wares and strutted their
stuff. It had been nearly two years since arriving in Chicago, and she rarely confessed to anyone that she was originally from southern California. She was tired
of their gasps of surprise and the consistent questioning of her sanity, "How on
earth did you end up here?" At first she didn't know how to answer that. She
had come to Chicago merely to look up the father she had never seen before.
That answer raised even more eyebrows and of course the eventual, "Oh, did
you stay because of your father?" What was she to say then? Yeah, in part, but
mainly because I got tossed into a treatment center. You see, I was a messy and
sometimes violent drunk. No, instead she said nothing and did her best to ignore the bored stares when she marveled at the first snowfall of winter, the parade of tulips in the spring, and the erotic pleasure of Lake Shore Drive at dusk.
Chloe walked beneath the elegant graystones, ran her fingers along the
gleaming black wrought-iron fences, and smiled at the sleepy cats sprawled on
the geranium-colored window sills. She felt quiet and even the crowd of
shoulds were taking a breather, but then, without warning, the question she had
been avoiding all morning marched out from her mind's landscape and
promptly introduced itself. It wasn't, What's wrong with faking an orgasm?
Chloe knew there was really nothing wrong with that. No, it was bigger than
that and easily hidden behind the dramatic cries of feigned ecstasy, and besides,
it wasn't a question at all. It was more of a statement, a fact, scribbled in a language she didn't quite understand. Scribbled across her heart, eyes, flesh, and
mouth. It had the taste and texture of the monsters and dark places she encountered as a child, it was the wrapping paper and ribbons decorating her broken
marriages, and it was the script that directed the eventual loss of her children. It
was the table of contents to all she didn't know. All she didn't understand. All
she couldn't imagine. Last night she had merely stumbled onto one of its chapters, had even highlighted a couple of sentences about sex in adulthood versus
sex in childhood. As an adult she could pick and choose when she would become intimately involved with a man, woman, or beast. And maybe that is what
all those women were talking about when they spoke of sex in sobriety. Without
the booze and drugs there was nothing to dull the memories. Nothing to compensate for her lack of knowledge. At the treatment center, her counselor, affectionately known as Dragon Lady, told her that she had never developed sexually. She never had the experience of "the first time" or the knowledge children
gain from being the first to explore their own bodies. All that had been robbed
of her the first time Hal, her mother's husband, put his hands down her pants.
Chloe sat down on the front steps of one of her favorite buildings and stared
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up at its sides, the color of red clay, and wondered what went on behind those
blinds. She liked to think only nice things went on in there and that no one was
hurting anyone. She was tired, very tired, and it was not even nine o'clock yet.
She had figured out something. Something important and big and outside of her
vocabulary, and she wasn't sure she was willing to look at it just yet. It was too
early in the day to dabble in tragedy and all its trappings. Not now, please not
now. Maybe later, at a meeting or in her shrink's office.
Behind her, the front door opened and a young woman bounded onto the
porch with a pink-flavored stroller and a little girl dressed in blue.
"Good morning!" the woman called in a clear, unblemished voice, and the
little girl smiled. Chloe stood, stepped onto the sidewalk, and avoided looking at
the child.
"Good morning," she said, wishing she had grabbed her sunglasses before
leaving the apartment.
Chloe crossed the street and heard the little girl giggling as her mother settled her into the stroller. She waved to a few more cats and occasionally looked
directly into the sun. If she hurried she could make it home in time for Oprah,
and yes, later, she'd take a shower.
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GABE LEVINE

THE LITTLE BOY WHO STOLE THE MOON

A Levine Family Folktale As Told To Me By My Father

Once upon a time there was a family-a mother, a father, and a little boy.
One night they were out for a drive along the cliffs that looked out over the
ocean. As they rounded a bend in the road, they were surprised to see the moon
directly in front of them, hanging very low in the sky, just past the cliff ledge.
The moon was huge and round, and it was the most beautiful shade of dark orange. They stopped the car and got out to look at it. It was the most beautiful
moon they had ever seen, and it hung so low that it seemed to the little boy that
he could just reach out and touch it. And that's just what he did.
"Look, Mommy! I can touch the moon!"
"Be careful you don't fall into the ocean," his mother said.
"That's the biggest, most beautiful orange moon I've ever seen," said his father, who had seen many moons in his long life.
"Can we take it home with us, Daddy? Can we keep it?" asked the little
boy, who was now so excited that he was jumping up and down, his big eyes
glowing like twin orange moons. His father, who wanted nothing more than to
make his son happy, said, "Well I don't see why not. Is that all right with you,
dear?" he asked his wife, who wanted nothing more than to make her son
happy, so she answered, "Well I don 't see why not." So the father grabbed ahold
of one side of the moon, and the mother grabbed the other side, and the little
boy grabbed the middle, and together they pulled the moon out of the sky and
put it into the trunk of the car. Then they all got in the car and headed home,
with the moon glowing so brightly behind them that beams of orange light were
shooting from the trunk.
When they got home, they rolled the moon across the lawn and into the
house and put it in the center of the living room. The moon was so bright that
they could tum out all the lights and still see fine. In fact the moon was so
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bright that the entire house glowed orange in the dark night, and this worried
the mother, and she began to have second thoughts.
"Are you sure this is a good idea?" she asked her husband. "What if someone gets mad?"
"There's no law against putting the moon in your living room," said the father, and that was the end of that. So they all gathered around to look at the
beautiful orange moon.
"I love the moon, Daddy," said the little boy. "Can we keep it forever?"
"Well I don't see why not," said the father, whose heart was warmed by the
sight of his son's smiling face, which glowed orange in the moonlight. Suddenly there was a knock at the door. The father got up to answer it, but as soon
as he opened the door, he jumped back in fright. Standing in the doorway was
the biggest gray wolf he had ever seen.
"May I come in?" asked the wolf.
"Well I don't see why not," stammered the father, and his fear shone like diamonds in his eyes. The wolf stepped into the house, and the mother jumped
into the comer in fear. The wolf paid them no mind and walked directly up to
the little boy, whose face showed no fear, only awe and wonder.
"You're the biggest doggie I've ever seen," said the little boy.
"I am King of the Wolves," said the great gray wolf, "and it is on their behalf that I have come to you tonight, and at the request of all the creatures of the
night."
"What do you want from us?" asked the mother, but the wolf ignored her
and continued talking to the little boy.
"The moon is not yours to take," said the wolf. "It belongs to everybody.
Without the moon, my brethren will have nothing to howl at, and the creatures
of the night will have no light to hunt by. You must stop all this selfishness and
return the moon to its proper place in the night sky, so that all of the earth's
creatures may bask in its glow."
"But I love the moon," said the little boy. "I want to keep it forever."
"You heard him," said the father. "We saw the moon and took it, and now
it's ours. Now go and don't ever come back."
"The moon belongs to no man," said the wolf. "I'll go, but I assure you,
you've not heard the end of this." So the wolf turned and left, snarling through
his fangs, and the father slammed the door behind him. Then the family gathered once more around the moon.
"That is truly the most beautiful moon I've ever seen," said the mother, and
a tear of pure joy rolled down her cheek. Suddenly there was a knock at the
door.
"It had better not be that wolf again, or I might have to get my rifle," said
the father as he went to answer it. He was not a cruel man, but he feared for his
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son's safety with that giant wolf wandering around the neighborhood. But when
he opened the door, there was no wolf, only water, three feet high in the front
yard. Without warning, the water flowed into the house and lapped at the edges
of the moon. The mother and father jumped up and stood on the couch to keep
dry, but the little boy stayed where he was, splashing his feet in the warm waters
that lapped gently at his ankles.
"I am the oceans of the world," said the water.
"What do you want from us?" said the father, but the water ignored him and
addressed the little boy in gentle waves.
"You must put the moon back in its rightful place," said the water, "for
without the waxing and waning of the moon, I cannot control the rising and
falling of my tides. Without the moon's pull, the oceans of the world will become unbound from nature's cycle and chaos will reign. Some parts of the
world will go thirsty, while others will drown. Riverbeds will become as dry
and barren as deserts, and the cities will fill with water, like Atlantis at the bottom of the great sea. I beseech you: put the moon back where it belongs. It is
not yours to take."
"But I love the moon. I want to keep it forever," said the little boy, but there
was a trace of uncertainty in his voice.
"You heard him," said the father. "The moon is ours now. Go away and
don' t ever bother us again."
The water rippled angrily and said, "I'll go, but you have not heard the end
of this." Then it receded out the front door, leaving the house completely dry in
its wake. The father jumped from the couch and slammed the door behind the
receding waves, and the family gathered once more around the orange moon,
which glowed as brightly as ever in the center of the room.
"That's the most beautiful moon I've ever seen," said the father, and a tear
of pure joy rolled down his cheek. But the little boy did not smile as widely as
before, and a trace of concern showed on his face. Suddenly there was a knock
at the door.
"Who is it now?" the father wondered out loud, his voice annoyed. He
opened the door and beheld a woman of awesome beauty and unfathomable
wisdom. Her face glowed as if her insides were afire, and she wore a flowing
blue-black robe, the color of the night sky.
"May I come in?" she asked, and her voice rang with ancient music.
"I don't see why not," stammered the father, and the mother reddened with
shame at the way her husband stared at the beautiful stranger.
"I am Queen of the Witches," said the woman, "and High Priestess of the
Night." She stepped into the room, and the door closed behind her, of its own
volition.
"What do you want from us?" asked the mother.
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"Little mother, I have no business with you. It is your son I wish to speak
to." And with that, she turned to the little boy. "You have committed a great
trespass, little one. The moon belongs to no man. Your love is true, but your actions are harmful. My sistren draw their power from the moon, and without it,
they cannot heal the sick, empower the weak, and bring love to the lonely.
Without the moon, the creatures of the night cannot hunt and will starve in their
burrows, awaiting a moonrise that will never come. Without the moon, the tides
will rage unchecked, and the oceans will dry while the earth drowns. And most
important of all, without the moon to set in the sky, the sun will not know to
rise, and there will never be another morning. I beg you, return the moon to its
rightful place, before it is too late. Will you do it?"
"But I love the moon," said the little boy.
"So do I," said the woman. "We all do. The moon belongs to no man. It belongs to us all. Everyone in the whole world."
"You heard him," said the father. "The moon is ours. Now go away and
never come back."
"Caution, little father," said the woman. "My power is great and my temper
short. There are forces at work beyond your comprehension. I addressed the
child, not you. Show me respect, or I shall teach it to you, and the lesson won't
be to your liking." The father glared angrily, but he said nothing else. The
woman returned her gaze to the little boy. "What do you say, little one? Will
you return the moon, so that we all may bask in its glow?"
The little boy thought for a very long time. Then he looked up at the
woman. "No more morning?" he asked.
"Never again," she said.
The little boy turned to his father and said, "Let's put the moon back,
Daddy."
"But why, son? It's ours now," said the father.
"No, it isn' t, Daddy," said the little boy. "It never was. The moon belongs to
everyone. Let's put it back. Please?"
The father didn't want to give the moon back, but since he wanted nothing
more in the world than to make his son happy, he said, "OK, we' ll put the moon
back in the sky."
"Thank you, Daddy! Thank you!" The little boy was so happy that he
jumped up and down, and it warmed his father's heart to see him so glad.
"Your son is very wise," said the woman, "if only all men were so." Then,
with a wave of her hand, she was gone.
So the mother, the father, and the little boy rolled the orange moon across
the lawn and put it in the trunk of the car, where it glowed so brightly that orange light poured from the back of the car. Then they drove off into the night.
When they reached the high cliff from whence they got the moon before,
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they stopped the car and pulled the moon from the trunk. The father grabbed
one side of the moon, and the mother grabbed the other side, and the son
grabbed the middle, and together they pushed the moon over the edge of the
cliff. It fell a little, then hung in the sky, huge and orange and floating as it was
always meant to. The family stood and watched as it slowly rose higher in the
sky. Then they all got into the car and began the drive home.
Much later, the little boy lay in his bed, after being tucked in by his loving
parents. As he drifted off to sleep, he thought he could hear a woman's voice,
singing beautiful, ancient songs to the moon. He could hear a wolf far off,
howling its sad cry in the night. And he could hear the waves lapping gently
against the shore. He closed his eyes and fell asleep just as the sun began to rise
in the east, streaking the lightening sky with all the colors of the rainbow.

Gabe Levine
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MICHAEL JOHNSON

LUCKY I GUESS

It was a hot summer night and the neon lights glittered and shone brightly
along Ashland Avenue. A laundromat, two liquor stores, and greasy spoons lined
both sides of the street. Big Moe's was without a doubt the rib-tip king, while
Dela's was the place you went for chicken that was so good it would have you
sucking the skin off your fingers. Three of the five storefront churches on the avenue had their doors opened into the humid night. The harmonious sounds of
gospel music and preaching poured out into the sinful ghetto world, competing
for an audience with Maxine's nightclub down on the comer next to the pool hall.
The pool hall. Now that's where all the players hung out when they wasn't
at Maxine's scoutin' some new game (women). Daddymac's pool hall was definitely the place to be. It was always noisy, and something was always going on.
It was more than just a local hangout; it was where legends were made. It was
where players like Big Silk and Slick Rick became part of local folklore. Only
in the pool hall could one be groomed in the art of hustlin', scammin', shootin'
pool, shakin' the bones (dice), runnin' numbers, slingin' dope, and mackin' ho's
(pimping).
Poeboy and J-Smooth were two such aspiring players. They were recognized
as lunatics at large, redefining the word roughneck, but still true players with
much respect among their peers. The one problem was they were so outrageously
competitive they argued all the time, as if they lived and hustled solely to compete with each other. They argued about money, women, clothes, style---everything! They were arguing now as they crossed busy 57th and Ashland Avenue.
"Nigga, I could beat choo at any game ya name!" Poeboy boasted.
This made Smooth laugh. "Boy, please! You wouldn't have a game if I
wasn't around to school you!"
This lightweight insult was not one Poeboy was gonna let get past without
rebuttal. He stopped dead in his tracks in the middle of the street just as the light
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against them turned green. Homs blared and drivers cursed for them to get out
of the street, but they just stood there arguing.
"School me?" Poeboy shot back. "Mothafucka, you don't even know where
the school is. So how the fuck you gone school me?"
Traffic was going around them now, horns blowing angrily. "Why don't
you black ass niggas get out of the mothafuckin' street!" one driver screamed
out of his window, then sped off into the night. J-Smooth pulled a snub-nosed
.38 from the small of his back and opened fire on it. People on both sides of the
street ran ducking for cover, pinning themselves against the walls and diving
behind cars.
Poeboy grabbed the .38 from J-Smooth and turned to face oncoming traffic.
The .38 was aimed point-blank at the windshield of a blue Maverick as it slammed
on its brakes, stopping with its bumper six inches from Poeboy's kneecaps. The
driver sat mortified, his mouth hung open and a look of disbelief crossed his face.
Poeboy hadn't even flinched. "Now if any of you other sons a bitches can't
wait!" he hollered, then fired a shot into the empty passenger side of the Maverick. "Go around, mothafuckas, go around!"
Poeboy and J-Smooth rushed out of traffic laughing hysterically. "Now
see," J-Smooth said, "that's what I'm talkin' about, Poeboy. You ain't got no finesse, man, no class about yourself."
They stood debating the same old issue again. Who was the better player?
"Nigga, I don't need no class to break yo ass!" Poeboy challenged. "You got
some craps with you?"
"Do I got craps? Do I got craps? Boy, don't you know I cut my baby teeth
on a pair of whalebone craps that was handed down from three generations of
hustlers?"
The craps magically appeared in J-Smooth's hand. He laughed, shaking the
dice vigorously. All Poeboy had to do was hear a pair of bones rattlin' and he'd
be ready to bet his momma on a good point. It's twelve points-numbers----on
the dice. All you gots to do is shoot the dice. Roll a seven or eleven and you
win. But if another point comes up, you gotta repeat it before you roll a seven.
"J-Smooth man, you really think you can get wit' me, don't you?"
"Get wit' you? Boy, I'll break your ass in less than twenty minutes!"
They argued about who was best shakin' the bones. Finally Poeboy said,
"Fuck it! We gonna have a shootout, my brother!" They agreed to go behind
Big Moe's and settle the debate once and for all.
There, broken glass glittered like diamonds on the cracked pavement in the
garbage-strewn alley. The muffled sound of backwater blues seeped into the
night from two buildings down. Poeboy concealed himself quickly in a dark
comer, holding his breath against the awesome stench of stale piss while he
took a leak. All was silent except for an old alley tom foraging around in a big,
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red dumpster. Its head popped up to examine the two men momentarily, then
the cat disappeared into the dumpster.
They were about thirty feet from the mouth of the alley, in a blind spot
draped in blue shadows behind the restaurant. The only light, a streetlamp
across the alley, hummed incessantly to a million nightflies that swarmed
crazily around it. Something that wasn't a cat scurried heavily across the alley
and disappeared into the shadows.
"Now we ain't gone have no shit in the game, is we J-Smooth?" Poeboy
asked. J-Smooth was a muscular seventeen-year-old with a reputation for being
able to hold his own. He would sometimes get caught cheating and end up
fighting his way out. One of his favorite scams was to bank on his reputation for
keeping a bankroll. For instance if he were broke, he'd still make bets in crap
games without having to show money, simply because everyone just assumed
he had money. He'd win ten or twenty dollars and that would be how he'd get
into a lot of crap games, and in a lot of cases he would also break the game and
walk off winning all the money. He was damn tricky and you had to watch him.
On the other hand, so was Poeboy.
"Poeboy, I ain't got to cheat you to beat you," J-Smooth rhymed. "Just
throw ya money down and let's get it on!"
They each rolled one of the dice, highest number to shoot first. J-Smooth
won the draw. "C'mon, Poeboy, bet twenty dollars!" Whoever controlled the
dice controlled the stakes.
Poeboy dropped two ten-dollar bills on the ground at J-Smooth's feet.
"Bet," he said.
J-Smooth shook the bones clenched in his fist. "C'mon, seven!" he coaxed
as he crouched low and threw the dice hard against the back wall of Big Moe's,
popping his fingers. The dice rumbled and tumbled around before settling face
up on a five and a two.
"Seven on yo ass, nigga!" J-Smooth said as he snatched up the two tens.
Two buildings away a door suddenly flew open and blues music blared into the
night. Filthy mop water was thrown from a pail, arching high into the air and
splashing loudly in the alley. The door slammed shut just as suddenly as it had
opened. A sudsy, black river ran down a huge crack and worked its way under a
building on the other side of the alley.
"You ain't did shit, boy, bet twenny mo," Poeboy said defiantly, tossing a
twenty-dollar bill at J-Smooth's feet.
"Not yet!" J-Smooth said, shaking the dice hard in his clenched fist.
Poeboy laughed nervously. "Juss wait till I get the craps and see don't I
break your ass!"
"Break me! Boy, you couldn't break wind in a thunderstorm and get away
with it! Now how you gone break me?" He crouched low to the ground and
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threw the dice hard against the wall again. "Seven!" he shouted excitedly.
On the next roll, the dice settled face up with a pair of ones showing.
"Snake eyes!" Poeboy yelled. "Time's up, mothafucka! Time for a real nigga to
throw down!"
But as he cuffed the dice off the ground, they heard the almost-silent engine
of a car and the sound of glass popping under tires. The car had crept unnoticed
into the alley with its headlights off.
"Now who the fuck is that?" Poeboy shouted. They looked in the direction
of the car which was at the mouth of the alley thirty feet away. J-Smooth suspected a stickup and was reaching for his pistol just as the headlights flashed
on, catching the two suddenly in its high beam and blinding them.
The loud siren cut through the summer night, shattering it like glass. Blue
lights flashed angrily as the police car rushed down on them, blocking any possible escape.
"Shit!" J-Smooth exclaimed.
Two black cops got out of the patrol car. The driver wore a blue uniform.
The other had on a captain's white shirt with three gold bars on each shoulder.
The captain sauntered towards them casually. "Now what illegal activity is
you boys back here participatin' in?" he asked in a slow Southern drawl. He
looked old enough to be Poeboy's grandfather. He'd been around the block
more than just a couple of times. The other officer was about twenty-one years
old and timid, his uniform not quite fitting him. Look at that skinny mothafucka
standing there in his big brother's uniform, I-Smooth thought, figuring him for
a rookie.
"We short-cuttin' through the alley here, Officer, to get home," he said.
"Well then," the captain said as he stopped in front of them, stooped down,
and picked up the money on the ground, "I guess this forty bucks must not belong to y'all, I mean, you know, by y'all jus' cuttin' through the alley to get
home an' all, huh?" The captain had a look of humor on his well-lined face. He
hoisted his slacks which had slipped under his huge beer gut.
Poeboy looked nervously at the forty dollars in the captain's hand. The captain bent down again and picked up the dice. "And just whose might these be?"
"Look," J-Smooth said, "we don't want no trouble, man, we just cuttin'
through this here alley to get home."
"Yeah," Poeboy chimed in, "we stopped because I dropped my money."
"Dropped your money my ass!" the captain said dry and matter-of-factly. "You
boys back here shootin' dice, now ain't you?" He looked from one to the other. The
rookie cop stood silently. "You back here tryin' to break each other and didn't expect me to show up in the game, now ain't that right, boys?" The captain laughed.
He reminded J-Smooth of one of the old-timers who hung around the pool
hall, always talkin' about "when I was yo age."
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"I'll tell you what," the captain said. "We gonna see just how good you two
li'l niggas really is." He shook the dice loosely in his palm.
"What you talkin' 'bout, man?" Poeboy asked.
"I'm talkin' 'bout gone see how good you is. I'm gone give you these dice
back," he said in his slow drawl, "and one of y'all gots to shoot 'em."
"Ahh bullshit, man!" J-Smooth said guardedly. "I ain't stupid! You just wanna
catch us in the act so you can say you saw us this time, and then our asses is out!"
The captain looked at J-Smooth intently now. "Looks like yo ass is out already, now ain' t it, boy? And if I wanted to kick you in your little narrow ass
right now, I could, and ain't nothin' you could do about it." His face broke into a
broad grin again. "But I ain't gone do that, see. Nawww, I'm not tryin' to trick
you, all you got to do is get a point on the dice, see, then bring it back."
"OK, so what if we do this, then what?" Poeboy asked.
"You go free," the captain said, looking to see if they believed him. "But if
you fuck up, your asses is goin' to jail tonight!"
J-Smooth and Poeboy stared at each other, asking through locked eyes
whether they should trust him. After all, a badge is still a badge no matter who
it's stuck on, black or white.
"All right, fuck it, gimme the craps," J-Smooth finally said.
This seemed to tickle the captain because his face broke into a grin again.
He gave J-Smooth the dice.
"You bein' straight with us now, right"? Poeboy asked, still disbelieving.
"Boy," the captain said, "I ain't get to be this old by not keepin' my word. If
I say I won' t, then that's my word, and that's enough where I come from."
Poeboy looked over at the rookie. "Wanna bet twenny dollars on ya bossman ?" he asked with a sly smile.
The rookie looked at Poeboy as if he'd lost his mind. "Nigga, ain't you in
deep enough shit already?" But he cut a quick glance at his captain, with a look
in his eyes that said something else, like if the captain wasn't there he might be
willing to make that wager.
The light of the lamppost beamed down on the blue-and-white squad car
with its headlights fixed on the four men and its blue flasher still flashing. To
passers-by, it looked as if there was a police search going on, and those that did
spy them in the alley moved on quickly.
The fact is, J-Smooth and Poeboy couldn't afford being carted off to the police station. Poeboy was still on parole and J-Smooth had warrants out for his
arrest for auto theft and aggravated battery, not to mention a .38 stuck in the
small of his back.
J-Smooth rattled the dice hard in his clenched fist. He squatted close, low to
the ground. He wanted to hit a seven or eleven on the first throw, which would
mean an instant win and they would walk away as fast as they could.
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"Seven!" both J-Smooth and Poeboy shouted simultaneously. But when the
dice settled face up, four pairs of eyes looked anxiously to see what the point
was going to be. "Four?" J-Smooth said as though he was going into shock. In
the superstitious world of shooting craps, it is believed that a four is taboo, the
worst point to get and the hardest to hit.
The captain laughed. "Looks like you boys better get ready for that little
ride I was tellin' y'all about!"
"C'mon, Smooth, man, you can do this!" Poeboy said halfheartedly. They
were both sweating bullets now and praying that Smooth would hit the point.
The sound of a siren in the distant night air made it seem all the more urgent.
"C'mon, four!" J-Smooth commanded as the dice scrambled hard against
the back wall of Big Moe's. They settled face up on six. "I'm gonna get this
four, man, I'm gonna get this four!"
He shook the craps again and again, until finally he threw hard against the
wall. One of the dice hit the wall and settled face up on two, while the other
continued to spin crazily on some invisible axis.
"Come on, four," Poeboy whispered prayerfully. They all watched as the
spinning die hit a shard of glass, bounced, then settled. It was a two.
"Yes!" J-Smooth screamed. His body shot high in the air. Poeboy grabbed
J-smooth in his arms and the two men danced and bounced and shouted their
relief loud enough to wake the dead. "Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!"
"Man! I can't believe it!" Poeboy exclaimed. He laughed and looked at the
captain. "Ya know, Cap', it's been really nice meetin' y'all, but I think I hear my
momma callin' me now."
"You boys is pretty lucky tonight, huh?" the captain said, looking at them.
"Yes, sir, we is," J-Smooth said. "Now if I could jus' have my forty dollars
back, please, sir, we'll be on our way!" He stretched out his hand toward the
captain with a wide grin.
The captain looked at J-Smooth's hand and then up at him and laughed.
"Nigga, you muss be crazy! You got a lot of balls, don't you?" He laughed again.
"Wait a minute, man, you said you was gone let us go if we hit our point!"
J-Smooth said.
"That I did, young man," the captain answered in his slow Southern drawl,
climbing back into the squad car. "I said I would let you go free. I didn't say
nothin' about giving you forty dollars on top of it, now did I?" He laughed
again. "I hope you boys realize you won't always be this lucky. This ought to
teach you a lesson."
The car backed slowly out of the alley onto the street, then pulled away. They
were gone just as quickly as they had come. And so were Poeboy and J-Smooth.
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SCOTT BURDICK

FEAR

As Arnie began wrapping the white gauze around my knuckles, I felt the
muscles in my lower abdomen begin to tighten. My throat constricted slightly,
and even though the tightly packed hall was quite hot, goose pimples formed
along my arms and a chill ran down my spine. The sensation was that of fear,
plain and simple.
Arnie finished with the right hand, tore off a piece of white cloth tape, and
after securing the gauze, went to work on the left. I swallowed hard. Arnie
looked up at me as he worked, his cauliflower ears appearing as if they were
lumps of clay haphazardly stuck onto the sides of his oversized head.
"How ya feelin', kid?" he asked, just as he always asked before a match,
and as always, I lied. "Great;' I answered. "I'm feeling great."
Arnie's eyes went back to the gauze, and I tried to control the queasy feeling that was forming in my stomach, threatening to rise into my throat. A cheer
from the crowd exploded suddenly and Arnie's head came up, a bright gleam of
excitement in his eyes as he looked towards the distant ring. In that instant I
could almost imagine what he had looked like forty years ago when he had
fought Tony Zale for the middleweight championship. He had lost, of course,
but afterwards Tony had hired him as a sparring partner and the two had begun
a lifelong friendship. Even now, once a week, Tony's wife drove him all the
way from the nursing home to visit the gym.
"OK, kid," he said as he finished taping off the left hand, "you're all set.
There's a couple ahead of you so just take your place and relax." I nodded as
Arnie grabbed his cane and used it to lever his huge body to a standing position,
only the slightest hint of pain showing in his face as he made his way down the
long, narrow aisle to his ringside seat.
I walked over to the double row of chairs directly in front of the ring where
the fighters awaited their turns. The chair next to me was already occupied by
my opponent, a tall, black fighter that I had seen before but never yet fought. He
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smiled and dipped his head in a friendly fashion as I took my seat clumsily, my
legs having suddenly turned to Jell-0. I nodded back and then kept my eyes
looking in front of me, as did he. It always felt strange to sit next to someone,
for up to a half-hour sometimes, and to realize, first, that he seemed quite nice
and then, second, that you would soon be trying to knock him unconscious with
your fists before he did so to you.
My heart pounded furiously, and I was having a hard time keeping my
breathing rhythmic and under control. The goose bumps had disappeared, and
now sweat began to pour down my forehead. I imagined myself letting down
my coach and team by losing miserably, or even worse, losing my nerve and not
even putting up a fight.
The winner of the current bout was announced and the crowd applauded
politely as the referee raised the arm of one of the fighters. The two in the front
row rose and walked over to the ring, and we moved up and took their places.
Only one more bout and we were next. Relax, I told myself, but if anything, the
waiting and inaction made me even more edgy. I wanted to jump up-run,
fight, scream, anything!
I felt a tap on my shoulder and I looked over at a little girl of about eight. Her
eyes were wide with curiosity and awe as she asked me, "Aren't you scared?"
I smiled, trying to seem natural and unconcerned. "Nah," I said, my voice
sounding a bit raspy. I returned my gaze to the ring, unable to concentrate on
the fight and aware that the little girl's eyes had never left me. I imagined her
being interviewed later by reporters and telling them how bravely the young
fighter had spent the last few minutes of life-how he had actually spoken to
her and said that he wasn't afraid.
"C'mon, you're next," the ring official said, snapping me out of my reverie. I
looked up and saw the two previous fighters exiting the ring, and I was nearly
overwhelmed with panic. A moment before, I had cursed the inaction of waiting
and now I wished that there was someone in front of us- their tum and not mine.
I walked over to the scorer's table and felt a knot forming in my stomach
muscles as they tied on the gloves. My legs felt awkward and out of sync as I
walked over to Amie and his assistant, Tom. It took all my concentration not to
trip. Tom rinsed my mouthpiece, placed it between my teeth, and began fastening the straps of my headgear under my chin. Amie rattled off a barrage of lastminute instructions. I nodded, though his words could have been in Spanish for
all I comprehended. A headache pounded at my temples.
The ref motioned to the comers and I made my way up the stairs. Tom
pulled the top two ropes apart and I bent down to slip through them, stepped
into the ring, and stood up.
My headache, queasiness, dry mouth, and most important of all, my overpowering fear melted away. I bounced loosely from foot to foot, getting the feel
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of the floor, letting the familiarity of the ring flood me with confidence.
The ref motioned us to the center of the ring where he recited the rules we
knew by heart. By tradition I stared unblinkingly into the eyes of my adversary
who did the same. Then we stepped back and prepared to start.
The ring was cleared and the crowd became as nearly silent as was possible, only the underlying hum and shifting of anticipation buzzing around us like
an unseen electric current. The ref raised his arms and my gloves came up instinctively in front of my face.
The ref's hands came down. The bell crisply sliced the barrier between us
and we shot towards one another.
Dispensing with the usual "feeling out" period, I went at my adversary with
a furious barrage of double jabs, straight rights, and quick left uppercuts.
Caught a bit off guard, my opponent danced back while trying to block my
punches. A few, however, slipped through and I saw his head snap back while
feeling the satisfying shock of contact burst through my fist and shoot all the
way down my arm and into my shoulder.
The crowd erupted in noisy approval and I felt the sudden thrill of adrenaline rush through my body. I practically ran forward in pursuit and pressed my
attack in a wild frenzy, pivoting at the hips to get the maximum power into each
punch. Hundreds of hours of training and repetition took over, allowing me to
react instinctively.
He threw one or two punches, but I ignored them, seeing that they lacked
any real strength, my opponent more intent upon evading than attacking. Just
before sending a final right into his face, I glimpsed fear in his eyes. Then the
bell sounded, and I turned and walked over to my comer.
"Great job, kid," Tom said, climbing between the ropes. I gratefully
slumped onto the stool, breathing hard. Tom wiped sweat from my face with a
towel and rinsed my parched mouth with a shot of water as Arnie gave me instructions from below.
"OK, good," he began, stem and professional as always. "You racked up a
lot of points, but don't get careless. He was obviously afraid of your reputation,
but that could wear off and he ain't no slouch, so press him hard but don't let
down your guard."
I nodded, long ago learning to rely on Arnie's eyes and experience. Looking across the ring, I saw my opponent's coach gesturing and almost yelling instructions in frustrated urgency. His fists swung at the air and his body ducked
and dodged in pantomime of his words. His pupil nodded repeatedly, eyes staring into space-the shame and determination apparent in every movement and
action. I felt glad it wasn't me.
The ref motioned the comers to exit and I stood. My breathing had calmed
to almost normal, and I was glad for the five miles each morning I had run,
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though it was the most dreary of my training, and the temptation to sleep the extra
hour before school was almost overpowering at times.
We both nodded to the ref and the bell sounded.
I went straight at the black fighter just as before, flashing out a jab that was
deflected and then following it up with a hard right...
White flashes exploded across my vision and I stumbled back, my own
punch dying in mid-flight. I heard a thunderous noise that I realized after a moment was the crowd. Just as I began to regain control of myself, I saw the glove
shooting towards me once more. I tried to dodge to the left but was too slow.
When the glove withdrew, its blue surface was streaked with red.
My legs buckled and I swayed back, but was caught and held up by the
ropes. A blurry form grew large in my vision and I just managed to pull my
gloves in front of my face before dozens of blows slammed into me in a ceaseless rhythm of pain. I felt my body being buffeted back and forth, a roaring
sound in my ears.
Suddenly it stopped. At first I was disoriented, thinking I had fallen. I
opened my eyes and tried to get up, but no, I was standing. I saw the ref in front
of me, his lips moved but I couldn't hear clearly over the ringing in my ears. He
held up five fingers, then six.
Abruptly I understood. Seven fingers. I was getting a standing eight-count.
Desperately I shook my head, trying to collect myself, gasping for breath
through my mouth while blood poured out my broken nose.
Eight.
The ref's mouth moved questioningly and he wiped the front of my gloves
against his shirt. I raised my fists before my face and nodded, trying to appear
as focused and normal as possible. Satisfied, he nodded and motioned the bout
to continue.
My opponent flew at me and now it was my turn to dance away. But the
black fighter no longer feared me and pursued almost recklessly, bombarding
me with blow after blow. I tried to counter with my own flurry to gain some respect and keep him at more of a distance, but he was simply too fast for me and
I only left myself open for worse punishment.
I threw out a right which missed and felt my head snap back from a counter
left jab. I pivoted into a left uppercut and got a right hook in return. Each punch
felt like concrete slamming into my face, but what could I do? Pride wouldn't
allow me to fall back into the corner and cover up, cringing like I had as a kid
before the neighborhood toughs. Fear had been the reason I learned to box in
the first place, and I was not going to give into it again.
I lifted my right up in front of my face defensively. The other knocked it
aside almost disdainfully. With triumph in his eyes, he hit me once, twice, and
then a third time, the crowd wincing with a collective groan at the last punch.
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As I fell back against the ropes, I saw the ref coming to step between us-not
for another eight-count, I knew, but to end the match.
The bell rang, saving me for the moment.
I staggered towards my comer and reached it more out of luck than from
any sense of direction. I would have fallen had Tom not grabbed me under the
armpits and lowered me onto the stool. Using a wet sponge, he washed some of
the blood off my face and seemed to be talking to me. My raspy breathing was
interrupted by a series of hacking coughs. Tom hurriedly put the bucket under
my chin and I spit out the blood that had escaped into my lungs. Exhausted, I
slumped back against the post and gulped down air.
Out of the comer of my eye, I was aware of Amie, his brow furrowed in appraisal of my condition. I knew that I should be trying to pull myself together,
seeking advice on how to handle the situation; all this I knew, somewhere deep
within me. But for the moment, pain and a crushing sense of failure and worthlessness filled my entire being.
I saw Amie's head drop and then he shook it briefly, signaling to Tom. For
a moment I didn't understand what was happening. Tom removed the towel
from behind my neck and began to tum-then I understood.
I stood so fast that the stool tumbled back and over the edge of the ring. My
gloves shot out and grabbed hold of Tom's arm as he prepared to toss the towel
into the center of the ring, conceding defeat. Tom was caught as much by surprise as I, and as he looked back at me, I felt a sensation growing in my chest
that I had never felt before.
"No," I said, the harshness of my tone sounding alien and chilling.
The ref signaled time and then came over. He glanced briefly at my battered face and then down at Amie, questioningly. Amie paused a moment, considering. For an instant our eyes met and he must have seen something within
them since he reluctantly nodded that I would continue. The ref shrugged and
then moved to the center and raised his hands.
Across from me, my opponent shifted from side to side, impatiently awaiting the final round, eager to finish what he had been so near to doing in the second round. Blood once again poured out of my nose and onto my shirt. My
head throbbed and I knew that for at least two days I would have a splitting
headache from the swelling within my skull. I still breathed in irregular gulps,
and my legs felt unsteady... and yet the strange emotion that was growing ever
more dominant inside my chest seemed to be brushing this all aside.
The bell sounded and we came together in the center of the ring like two
cyclones. The sounds of the crowd, the taste of my own blood in my mouth, and
its sweat-mixed scent in my nostrils disappeared. Punches smashed into my
face and body but went unnoticed as the new emotion, hate, surged through me
and fed on itself. My eyes remained locked on the black fighter's, finding within
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them a focus for the anger that drove my fists with a ferocious strength beyond
anything that I had ever before experienced. Arnie, the team, pride, fear ... none of
that mattered to me anymore. I no longer fought to win, but to destroy-to kill.
My right fist smashed solidly into the other's face, and he finally stumbled
back, no longer able to keep up the pace. Blood now covered his face as well,
and the pain in his eyes was obvious. I drove a left hook into his temple and his
entire body seemed to turn to rubber. His eyelids began to droop closed with a
slack expression, the intricate connections of his brain momentarily interrupted.
As he started crumpling forward, his gloves fell away from his face. In another
tenth of a second, he would hit the canvas and the match would be over.
Raw, elemental hate surged through me. I saw my fist coil tightly next to
my chest and then release ...
The uppercut, the full intensity of my fury-driven strength behind it, caught
my opponent right on the bridge of the nose as he fell towards me. His head
snapped back at a sickening angle and then forward once more, yanked downward by his body. I saw his face slam into the ground, bounce back an inch or
two, and then come down again, motionless this time. A widening halo of blood
spread out beneath his head on the gray canvas.
The urge to slam my fist into the back of his skull once more was cut short
as the ref jumped between us and pushed me back to the comer. In the split second that he held me there, blocking my view of the fallen black fighter, the
anger and hate vanished. When the ref moved away from me, my legs gave way
in exhaustion and I grabbed the ropes to remain on my feet.
And then my eyes went to the center of the ring. The ref, the ringside doctor, and the boy's coach gently turned the black fighter onto his back, easing his
head down onto the bloodied mat. His eyes were closed and he didn't seem to
be breathing. Slowly, a sickening feeling began to spread through me.
Though I hadn't been aware of the cheering during the bout, the sudden,
tense silence that filled the smoky hall caught my attention like an accusation.
The doctor rubbed the boy's chest and waved smelling salts beneath his nose.
There was no response. My eyes widened in horror. I felt a crushing fear that
was new to me-more powerful...more permanent...
Suddenly the black fighter coughed, his face grimacing as he turned his
head away from the noxious odor of the smelling salts. His chest began to move
up and down once more and a sigh went up from the audience.
Relief flooded my mind. My grip loosened from the ropes and I slid to my
knees, tears blurring my vision. Tom jumped into the ring and helped me to my
feet and then over to our comer. As he wiped the blood from my face, I tried to
get control of my emotions. Tom pulled off the tape from my gloves and then
the gloves themselves; my hands were trembling.
There was applause and cheers from the crowd, and when I looked up, I
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saw the other fighter being helped over towards me. His face was beginning to
puff up and his nose looked to be broken just as I knew mine was. He came to a
stop in front of me and extended his hand. I shook it and felt as if I would start
sobbing at any moment.
Smiling, he said, "Don't worry, I'm OK."
Rather than reassuring me, his words caused my fear to grow to nearly
overwhelming proportions. I felt a meaty hand grab hold of my wrist as my opponent moved to exit the ring. Looking down, I saw Arnie's eyes, glowing with
pride, looking up into mine.
"That's it, kid," he said excitedly. "You've finally stopped holding back.
Now you know what so few ever find out-you know what it takes to be a
champion."
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ROBERT WOOD

THE LESSON

Grandpa John hears some commotion and pushes his spry sixty-year-old
frame out of his rocking chair. He steps out of the shade of the house porch into
the blazing Georgia sun. Standing, he stares across the yard.
"Boy.. .leave them chickens be! Else Ah'm gonna put my switch to you!"
Willa Mae screams at her son Naps as she chases him from the chicken coop.
Naps, a coppery-bronze little boy with peppercorns for hair, is about eight.
And he's always into devilment: whether it's stealing an egg from a settin' hen
like today or throwing rocks at the family's bony, old mule-Half Dead.
John cuts through the dry, red, clay dirt, kicking up dust. He makes it
halfway across the yard. "What's goin' on, Willa Mae?" he asks. "Is that boy
doin' somethin' again?"
As she chokes the fat end of a hickory switch in her left hand, Willa Mae
growls an angry reply. "Yeah, Daddy. He got the devil an' trouble in him and
Ah'm gettin' ready to take it out!" Willa Mae-handsome, sturdy, and stem like
her mother was-is not one to be played with.
John lifts his tattered shirt-sleeve up to his wrinkled brow and pushes back
his weathered, sweat-stained, gray hat.
"Don't wup the boy yet," he implores. John had seen his share of whippings
earlier in life. "Come here, Naps," he puts in quickly before she can put some
splinters in him.
The boy rushes barefoot through the yard, egg still in hand. He circles wide
of his mother and stops at his grandfather's side, grabbing the old man's pant leg.
"Now if you keep a messin' with them hens, you gonna be in trouble two
times. Once with the hen and once with yo' mama," instructs John.
"He don't know what trouble is yet," interrupts Willa Mae.
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"You don't know what trouble is, boy?" asks John.
"Yeah, Ah know what trouble is," answers Naps, hanging his head down, a
little ashamed.
John bends down close to his grandson's ear so as not to miss and drops his
words in. "Naw, Ah don't think you do. But Ah'm gonna school you. Go on in
the house, put that egg up, and get my poles, some line, my knife, and yo'
school reader. Go on ... scoot," urges John, waving fanlike with his hands.
"Why Ah got to get my book?" asks Naps.
"Just do like Ah say," John reasserts.
Naps races inside the pine shack built by his grandfather and his deceased
grandmother, Emma, grabs the objects up, and runs back out.
Grandpa John wraps his arm over Naps's shoulder, and in the slow, patient way
that comes with age and experience, he begins to unravel a story as the two walk:
"Well a long time ago dere was Alligator, Brother Alligator. Now you see
durin' this time it was a plenty fish and game and Brother Alligator had the pick
of the land and water. He just lay dere by the side of the river and catch most
anythin' come along. He ain't had to plow no row or pick no cotton. He ain't
had no worries and no troubles. And he useter wear a pretty white suit."
As the twosome tramp through the rows of budding com, approaching the
tall, green grass and high cattails, a faint warning falls on their backs:
"You bring that boy back before dark and learn him somethin', else Ah
will," yells Willa Mae as the hickory switch sashays ominously to and fro.
John peers back over his shoulder, gives an acknowledging nod, then goes
back to unfolding his tale:
"Now one day that old, sly Alligator was waitin' in the bushes by the river
for some supper when Brother Rabbit come walkin' along. Brother Alligator lay
real quiet. And then shoom. He snap at Rabbit. But he miss. Old Rabbit, he cornered. He scared. But he don't let on.
"Rabbit say, 'What you doin', Brother Alligator?'
"Alligator say, 'Ah'm gonna eat you for my supper, Rabbit.'
"'Hold on now, Brother Alligator!' say Brother Rabbit. 'You don't wanna
eat little old me. Least not by myself.'
"'Sure Ah do, Brother Rabbit,' say Alligator.
"Now Brother Rabbit, he knew that Alligator didn't know nothin' about no
trouble so he say, 'Naw, Brother Alligator, you got to eat me with some trouble.
B'cause me and trouble go together like red beans and rice. You cain't have one
without the other one.'
"Brother Alligator say, 'Ah been eatin' rabbits by theyself. What's this here
trouble?'
'"You don't know trouble, Alligator? Oh it's just the thing to spice up a little rabbit,' say Brother Rabbit. 'And if you want, Ah can give you some.'
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"Alligator say, 'In that case, Ah'll take some.'
"Rabbit say, 'All right then, before daybreak you meet me in the briar patch
and Ah'm gonna give you some trouble.'
"Alligator say, 'You'd do that for lil' old me?! You sure is nice. Too bad
Ah'm gonna have to eat you.'
"Rabbit say, 'Course Ah'll do that for you, Alligator, 'cause Ah like you
and Ah don't wanna see you go hungry.'
"As Rabbit left, Alligator was just a smilin' and a grinnin' 'cause he thought
he had that Rabbit. 'See you in the mornin', Brother Rabbit,' he say. And Rabbit
just grin and hop on off."
By now John and Naps have walked through a sprinkling of tall Georgia
pine trees and are making their way to the edge of a labyrinth of cedar, oak, and
walnut trees. The air is thick with the sweet smell of foliage. As they walk, John
stops to point out the various trees and shrubs and describes to his grandson
their uses. Every so often John spits out a bit of wisdom about the scattering of
animals they encounter: birds and lizards and possums.
He stops walking for a second, hands Naps the poles, and reaches down in
his hip pocket. His scarred, knotted hands carefully twist open a tin jar of snuff.
Under the watchful eyes of his grandson, he squeezes a pinch and quickly stuffs
it betwixt his lower lip and gum.
"Is Alligator gonna eat Rabbit?" Naps queries, his ears now hungry for more.
John glances down at Naps with a wry, wrinkled smile. Without a word
John picks up his steady stride again, crunching dead pine needles underfoot
and sucking in the sweet country air, then gives an answer:
"Well the next day before dawn, old Alligator was down to the river gettin'
ready to go see Rabbit when Mrs. Alligator seen him.
"'Alligator, where you goin' this mornin'?' asks Mrs. Alligator.
"'Ah'm goin' to meet Rabbit in the briar patch, if it's any of your business,'
Brother Alligator snaps, all highfalutin'.
"'What you gonna do there?' she ask, bein' real nosy.
"'Rabbit's gonna give me some trouble, if it's any of your business,' say
Alligator.
"'Ah'm makin' it my business, 'cause Ah'm goin' too. You can't leave me
out of no trouble,' Mrs. Alligator say, gettin' a little mad.
"Now you see, Grandson, Alligator don't want his wife to go. He want all
that trouble for himself. But she wasn't gonna let him be stingy. So they start to
fussin' and fightin'. But see, back then Mrs. Alligator useter be handy with a
straight razor. And when she pulled it out, Brother Alligator figured she was
ready for trouble too. So he let her come."
The muddy Ogeechee River has stretched its torso out in front of John and
Naps. The river's swollen sides spill over and flood the fields, making the cypress

Robert Wood

103

trees look as if they're sprouting straight up out of the water. The twosome trace
a crooked path along the soggy edges of the river until they come to a dry oasis
under the cool shade of a lonely willow tree. Its drooping branches overhang
the river, bending down for an occasional sip of water. Mosquitoes dance in the
sweltering, moist summer air. The screeching of katydids and the awk-awk
noises of birds overhead pinch the air. John and Naps nestle down to fish and
chew the fat.
Grandpa John reaches way down in the deep well of his pants pocket and
comes up with an old pocketknife that's almost as much rust as metal with a
worn-down wooden handle. He carefully spreads the blade open and presses it
into Naps's small palm. He wraps his own hand around the boy 's clenched fist,
and the two begin to dig for worms together.
The old man gently stabs a helpless worm onto the end of a hook and casts
in his line in as natural a motion as a wingspread eagle gliding effortlessly on
the serenity of a current of warm air: body, arm, wrist, and pole like one. "See
that, Grandson, just like that. Easy."
Naps watches, so eager he can't be still. He flings his line in herky-jerky.
"Ah wanna catch the big one, like this," says Naps, stretching his short arms
to fill three feet of air.
Naps presses the two poles deep into the accepting earth and ambles over to
the weeping willow to sit next to his grandfather. John picks up again: "After
travellin' a spell, the Alligators makes it to the briar patch. But they don't see hide
nor hair of Rabbit. So they waits. And waits. And waits. Now Mrs. Alligator she
gettin' a little riled up.
"She say, 'Alligator, where Rabbit at?'
'"He's comin', just hold your horses, woman.'
"All this time Rabbit been hid behind some rocks over yonder, spyin' them
Alligators. Well he gathers up a big heapin' handful of the grass ... and he takes a
match ... and he lights it. He commence to runnin' all 'round the field in a big old
circle out of sight of them Alligators. And he's lightin' all 'round. Pretty soon
big, old clouds of black smoke is risin' up from the flames surroundin' them Alligators. The gators seen this and they start to ponderin'.
"Mrs. Alligator ask, 'Alligator, you see that? You think that's trouble?'
"Alligator, he all full of himself and don't want it to look like his wife
know'd more than him. So he say, 'Course that's trouble. Ah know trouble
when Ah see it. Now come on. Let's go get some of this trouble.'
"The two of them run over to meet trouble like it was the prodigal son.
They get right close and reach they claws all the way in.
"'Yeeeeeoooow ! Hot!' that Alligator scream. 'Ah don't like this trouble.
Baby, let's go see the trouble on that other side.'
"By now them flames is all 'round and closin' in. They go to the other side

104 Hair Trigger 17

and they get burnt over there too. Brother Alligator is scared and don't know
what to do.
"Mrs. Alligator is cryin'. She say, 'What we gonna do, Alligator?"'
After so much jaw jabbering, John has to pause. He leans over away from
the boy, purses his lips to expectorate, and quickly expels a brown liquid mixture of snuff and saliva away from himself. He takes out an old, worn white
handkerchief with the initials J-B on it and wipes his mouth. As he starts to put
it back he stares at the letters and it makes him reminisce about his days as a
slave forty years ago; he escaped from the plantation by crossing this same
river, fought in the Union army, and was given that same handkerchief by a
black soldier who didn't make it.
"What happens next, Grandpa?" interrupts Naps. "They gonna burn up?"
"Oh ... um ... um ... ," stammers John, caught off balance for just a moment as
his grandson knocks him out of his daydream.
He taps a finger in the still air as if to find his place:
"Alligator say to Mrs. Alligator, 'Baby, you do like me.'
"He put his head down and run like lightin' straight through the trouble.
Run like the devil was after him. But his white suit catches a fire and starts to
burnin'. Mrs. Alligator so scared she drops her razor. The two of them, all a fire,
hightail it straight back to the river. In jumps Brother Alligator. Shooooom! In
jumps Mrs. Alligator. Shooooom! Steam comes risin' up from the water like
hotcakes on the grill.
"Now Rabbit, he been behind some rocks watchin' this whole thing. He's
just a laughin' until he don't know what to do. Brother Rabbit make his way
down to the riverbank.
'"Hey, Brother Alligator, did you see that trouble Ah sent your way?' Rabbit ask, just laughin' the whole while.
'"Rabbit, Ah'm gonna kill you,' say the Alligator. 'Just you wait 'til Ah
catch you.' With that the Alligator come out the river, jaws wide open, runnin'
at Rabbit. Rabbit duck back behind a tree. But before he can get that Rabbit, Alligator look, and lo and behold, his white suit is all burnt up and so is his back.
It's all green and scaly. It's been that way ever since. He so sad he don't know
what to do.
'"Just get on away from here, Rabbit,' say Alligator, 'Ah don't want no
more trouble.'
"'Well if'n you change you mind, Alligator, let me know 'cause Ah'll always oblige,' say Rabbit, 'if'n you want some more trouble.'
"'No, Rabbit, no. That ain't for me,' say Alligator, his claws just tremblin'
and shakin'.
"With that Brother Rabbit hopped on off smilin' and chewin' on wheat straw.
For a while Brother Alligator was mad at Rabbit but he didn't stay mad for long.
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"You know why he wasn't mad?" asks John. He pauses a couple of seconds
to peer down at his grandson.
"Nope," answers Naps, squinting his eyes from the setting sun as he looks
back up at his grandfather.
"He wasn't mad long cause he realized it was his own doin'. Now do you
know de moral of this story, Naps?" John asks to see if his lesson has been
learned.
"What's a mor-moral, Grandpa?" Naps replies with a quizzical look on his
face.
"Well just this here, Grandson," the old man concludes, as he points softly
on the boy's knee for emphasis, "that Alligator went lookin' for trouble. And the
moral is that you don't go lookin' for trouble cause you just may find it."
But before that has a chance to sink in, there is a nibble on Naps's line.
"C'mon, hurry up," John hollers, as he tries to quickly move his frame-now
stiff from sitting so long. He grabs the pole out of the ground and lets his grandson pull on it. Together the two of them pull up Naps's first catch-a six-inch,
whiskery, gray catfish.
"Look, Ah did it!" exclaims Naps. He can hardly contain himself.
John firmly grasps the fish and runs a line through its gills. He then places it
in the water and the two of them sit back down under the tree.
"Naps, hand me your school reader. Ah wanna take a look at it."
Naps reaches over to the side of the tree where his school-book is. It's been
resting on the ground and a few ants are crawling on it. The boy shakes them off
and passes the small volume to his grandfather.
John cares es the frayed edges and gently fingers the faded cover. His eyes
show just a hint of a sparkle. He carefully spreads open the pages and gapes in
longing at the words.
Naps cranes his neck to see what his grandfather is looking at and when he
does, he says, "How come you readin' it upside down?"
Without uttering a word, John releases a regretful sigh, closes the book, and
places it in the care of his grandson. He leans his head back, eyes examining the
sunset, and says to Naps, "It's your turn now. Read me somethin' from your book."
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ANNE DWYER

HOW TO GET INTO COMISK EY WITHO UT
PAYIN' A DIME

A lot of you are probably thinking: There's gotta be a way to get into
Comiskey Park for the playoffs without buying tickets for each game at thirty or
forty bucks a pop. Of course you could sign up to be an Andy Frain, but the
cons far outweigh the pros in that job. While you would get paid for being there,
it's barely more than minimum wage and they take out union dues. You couldn't
feed a cat on what they pay these people. Then there's always the chance that
Mel Torme will be in town for a three-night engagement and you'll get assigned
to assist septuagenarians in orthopedic shoes to their seats at the Auditorium.
And even if you do get Comiskey, you could end up missing half the game if
they have you taking tickets at the gate or guarding Nancy Faust's organ booth.
And don't forget the polyester pants you'll be sporting.
No, Fraining is not the answer. What you want is a way past the gates that
involves no work once you're in and only a small amount of preparation for
gaining entrance to the park. Get in as a security guard. Now I know what
you're thinking: Those security guards are off-duty police officers, right? Well,
sure, but you can't spend your life on a waiting list while guys Mayor Daley
went to high school with get on the force before you. You gotta muster up the
swagger and bluff your way in.
First, the minute you know the Sox are gonna clinch-and really, we all
knew back in June, didn't we?-guys, start growing that cop mustache. It
should be bushy by October, but with no little curlicues or handlebar shit. A
man's mustache. You might wanna get that beer belly going right away, too, but
loose clothing could cover up a nonregulation flat stomach later on. And gals,
from the minute you know, start putting some weight on those hips. Twinkies,
beef jerky, whatever you need to put it on; you're gonna need a butt the width of
two bus seats to get past the door. Some things you just can't fake. But hey, if
you can't get the hips or the mustache by playoff time, there's always next year.
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Now that you've got the general physique down, you'll want to pick up
some refinements by watching the rest of the season's games at a Bridgeport
bar named for the owner-Jimmy's, Bud's Place, Patty's Oasis. Here you can
soak up the ambiance of cop culture. Observe and practice the hitching up of
the pants by the belt loops, the lumbering, side-to-side gait, the thumb-jerk over
the shoulder. Pick up the proper jargon as you hoist a few-and no light beers,
remember that paunch you're working on. Refer to women as broads. Unless
she's your boss. Then she's a cunt. Blacks are shines. Guys you don't like are
strokes. And since the last police contract negotiations, Daley is a mope. You'll
hear talk about taking some "time due" to go up to the boat in Wisconsin. Don't
even ask about this. Trying to get a cop to explain "time due" is like trying to
get a Mason to reveal his secrets to the uninitiated.
Now we come to the important area of apparel. Here is where a small outlay
of cash may be necessary. Although the guards at Comiskey wear gray SECURITY
windbreakers, all you need to get in is a T-shirt or baseball cap with the Chicago
Police logo imprinted on it, available at Kale's on Roosevelt Road and effective,
of course, for the duration of the playoffs. Oh, and a cheap pair of handcuffs,
worn with one cuff dangling out of the back of your jeans. And please, no belt
with those jeans, guys. They have to see the crack of your ass or they'll know
you're a poser. Finish it off with dirty white gym shoes. No name brands here.
Designer athletic shoes are for gangbangers, not cops. On the day of the game,
wear a black, leather fanny pack over your hip with something heavy in it. It's
gotta look like you're carrying a piece. I wouldn't advise actually bringing a
gun into the park-we've all seen how ugly that can get.
Now don't get the idea that impersonating a cop will also get you free parking in the adjacent Comiskey lots. These lots are run by evil parking demons
that will not let Satan himself into the lot without an official pass. And even if
there's a real cop in the lot, he or she will be so pissed off at being stuck out
there that you won't get anywhere with sweet talk or threats. Street parking?
Forget it. Gone are the days of parking on 32nd or Wallace or Union. It's all
zone parking now, and they do ticket cars without a permit or guest pass. If you
know someone who lives in a residential parking zone, whether it's for this or
any of the other 200 or so zones throughout the city, get one of their green guest
passes and affix it to your windshield. No cop is going to bother checking the
zone number, and if you're careful about how you write the date in, you can use
the same pass for several days. If you can't get your hands on one of these,
you're on your own. You can park a mile away and walk, take public transportation, or, I know it hurts, pay for parking. Hey, you'd have to go through this
even if you had tickets. You don't like it, talk to Jerry Reinsdorf.
OK, you're at the park. On the southwest side of the building you'll see a
pair of unremarkable-looking gray doors. This is the employees' entrance. Are
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there any uniforms loitering outside shooting the shit? Here's where your mastery of cop lingo will stand you in good stead. Stride over there, thumbs in the
front of your pants, and give em a "Ay, 'ow ya doon?" If conversation becomes
necessary, rattle off a complaint about some stroke cutting you off in traffic or
some shine broad giving you a hard time in the parking lot. You might get
caught up in an extended bull session, in which case you'll need a really good
story. Here's my favorite: "Me and my partner were cruisin' down Cannon
Drive there by the zoo, and we see this car rockin' back and forth. We figure it's
some whore wit' a trick, so we're gonna go rattle his cage a little. We get outta
the car and go tap on the window wit' a flashlight and shine it in on the two of
'em goin' at it. Here it's a sergeant from the eighth district. He reaches in his
pants on the floor and flashes us a badge behind his back wit' out missin' a
stroke." This story is a guaranteed in, and I hope you appreciate me giving it to
you, pal. If they ask you which sergeant, just say "Dwyer." There's so many
Dwyers on the force there's bound to be a sergeant with that name in the eighth.
All you've gotta do now is walk in. Don't take any shit from the Andy Frain at
the door. If he asks you for ID, give him a little shove and say, "Get away from
me, kid. Ya bug me." You're in.
If you have time before the game starts, you can hang out at one of the
gates and confiscate beer from the chumps who paid to get in. Then instead of
taking a seat, hang out in front of a beer booth where the grateful concessions
worker will supply you with all you can drink for the rest of the game. Is this a
great city or what?
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VENICE JOHNSON

HOW TO COOK A PERFECT POT
OF WHITE RICE

"Welcome to Miz Hanna's Soul Food Kitchen. And in case this ya first time
tuning in then I'm Miz Hanna and today I'm gone teach you to cook rice. Rice,
ya say? That's right! Why, a good pot of rice will set anything that ails ya right.
Why, I cooks my rice when I'm feelin' blue; cooks it when I'm in the pink;
cooks rice when my money's tight; I cooks my rice 'til things get right.
"Don't think I cain't read ya mind, 'I don't wanna learn how to cook rice,
Miz Hanna. Why should I when I could go to the store down the street and
buy me some Uncle Ben's or Minute Rice and be done with the whole thing?
Real rice take too long and it always come out gummy.' Humph! That ain't no
rice. That old man done got rich from wimps ain't got the balls to take a
chance. Excuse my 'pression.
"Real rice is a regal food. Grand enough for an emperor's table yet as humble and as grand on de table of de po'. So don't sniff at rice! Come on and let's
get started!
"First thing you got to do is get a pot-a one- or two-quart pot. It don't really
matter long as it's got a cover and that cover is tight as an old man's britches at the
sight of a young girl. Tee bee! 'Cuse my 'pression. You don't want de steam to skidaddle is what I'm sayin'. Cause it's de steam, not de water, dat coaxes de softness
from de hard tufts of grain like a man woos a virgin for de first time.
"I buys my rice in bulk. It's cheaper and it lasts for years. If you keep it dry
you can always depend on rice not to spoil. See, it's strong dat way. Now, first
thing ya do is to give that old dirty rice a bath, 'cause you don't know where it's
been. You could be eating rice from off'n the foot of some peasant in Egypt
somewhere. I likes my dirt close to home. So wash dat rice good. When the merchants ship it, they use talc to keep it dry. No, talc's okay for flouring babies'
butts and for shipping cargo, but it's bad for cookin'. So you put ya rice under
cold water. Not hot. COLD WATER, and start washing it. Don't be 'fraid you
gone bruise it. Dip yo hand in de water, grab some of de rice, and roll it between
ya hands like ya'd do ya favorite blouse. Fo' long you'll see that white talc float

110 Hair Trigger 17

to de top and leave a film of dusty bubbles. Pour that off-gently so's ya don't
lose none of ya grains. Run some more water in your pot again and do de same
thing. Do it 'til you can see ya rice as clear as you can see ya face in de mirror.
Then pour dat water off 'til ya got enough so's de grains can almost poke the
tips of dey heads to break union with de water. Dat's all ya need. Too much water and yo rice won't come forth as it was intended. Cross to de stove, tum on
de gas eye-ya could use a 'lectric stove fo' yo rice-but I don't recommend it.
But if'n ya do, it's de same way only ya got to really make sure dat ya 'lectric is
low so's it don't cook so fast. Now, take a li'l pincha salt or enough salt de size
of a dime and dump it over into ya pan. Now, take and open ya rice vinegar and
pour two capfuls into de water. This helps to bring de sweetness out de grains
and keeps de grains from stickin' one to de other. Now ya ready to cook ya rice.
"It don't take long fo' ya steam to build up-'member I told ya it's de main
ingredient in what cooks de rice. Most folks, though, see them hard grains and
underestimate de power of de steam and drown de rice 'for it come forth. Nah,
ya needs de steam to gentle it, cuddle it, and convince de rice that it's all right to
be itself. Too much water and de rice gets mushy and never comes right. It's defeated fo' it has a chance to be all dat it can be. Ya understand?
"Now you see de water start to flutter? Ease ya flame down-tum it down
to a quiet ring of blue. Close the pan with ya cover and tiptoe away. Let it go dat
way fo' 'bout fifteen minutes. No peekin' in every minute. Go on fix de resta yo
meal. Finish makin' ya salad, flour ya chicken, throw ya frozen dinner in de microwave. But keep ya head outta dat pot. You wouldn't want nobody lookin' in
on you while you was dressin', would ya? Besides every time ya do you lettin'
de steam out and then de rice don't know what's happenin' with everything running hot and chilly. You'd confuse it and it won't know what to do and it'll turn
out gummy. Now, after fifteen minutes, cut de flame off completely. Let the rice
have time to rest and finish comin' forth. Go on 'bout your business-set ya
table. Po ya Kool-Aid. Pull everything on the table, ready to serve. Then go to
ya pot, open de lid and Lord, de first thing gone meet ya is de delicate scent of
sweet white rice. Now, it ain't gonna look like it's fluffy at first. Just like combin' out a cold curl, you got to get a regular eatin' fork and fluff it up. Ya do dat
by gently stirrin' 'em around like ya do batter-don't ya whip it now, just stir.
All of a sudden you'll see a li'l bitty handful of rice fluff up to twice dey size;
each grain respectin' its own place but being close, comfortable, and confident
enough in itself to be happy as a part of a group. Get ya platter or bowl and it's
time to eat! Well, this is Miz Hanna sayin', God bless~'
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VICKI RUZICKA

WHITEHALL, MICHIGAN

I first came to know Whitehall through my grandmother, who was part and
parcel of the town. In the vacation brochures, Whitehall, Michigan is labeled a
bedroom community, which means that a core of its residents live here year
round, while in the summer, an influx of tourists swells the population. Residents call them fudgies because of the numerous fudge shops dotting the western shore that exist only for sightseers. City visitors say it is paradise up here
because you can tee up on a golf course with no waiting, but the locals resist the
urge to brag about the area's superiority, downplaying its advantages so the secret won't be let out of the bag, much like a Chinese woman who holds up her
newborn baby-telling the gods how ugly and worthless it is-so the gods
won't see how much she loves it and send bad luck.
My grandmother was a diminutive woman with an hourglass figure, a perpetual tan, and curly, flyaway hair that she wore in a bun. She didn't do this for
stylish reasons; it was a matter of practicality. By the afternoon, wispy, white
strands fell at the side of her face and she would pull them back, refastening her
barrettes. She was agile and wore pedal pushers, a blouse hanging loosely outside her pants. Her thong sandals were all the easier to shed if we happened on
a stream or wanted to take an impromptu romp in Lake Michigan surf.
Because I was the daughter of a war hero (my grandmother's only son who
was killed in action twenty days before I was born), my family used to drop me
off at her house for summer-long visits as part of my "war orphan" privilege.
Her house, with its uncommonly large front yard, was situated on a comer lot
near a quiet intersection. A farmer built it in the 1880s on a foundation of four
oak stumps. A tire swing hung from the largest tree branch and train tracks ran
through the far end. On my numerous summer visits, as many adventures came
leaping off that train on its run through town as the Mississippi brought Huck
Finn. Twice a day, a black locomotive pulling anywhere from thirty to eighty cars
hauled across Mears, Main Street, and our front yard, transporting chemicals for
DuPont and Dow from the Hooker plant. Each morning without fail, the walls

112 Hair Trigger 17

of the house began to tremble at eight A.M. My younger brothers and I used to
gallop down the stairs from our beds to stand in our pajamas in the dewy grass
and count the cars. Grandma, who was an early riser and already fully dressed,
would join us. The engineer playfully tooted his horn for us in recognizable
rhythms-"Shave and a haircut-two bits'~and the train crawled by so slowly
we could converse with the roly-poly caboose man.
Somewhere in the mid-1950s, after the train had passed by on its morning
run, there was a knock on the screen door while Gram and I were eating breakfast. I opened the door to let in a poorly dressed Indian. His straight, black hair
was pulled back in a tight braid that hung over his frayed collar, and his skin
was swarthy like a gypsy's. His dark eyes were narrowed, like he'd been squinting in the sun for a long time.
"Morning, Ma' am." He smoothed his hair behind his ears and tipped his
battered fedora to my grandmother. "I wuz' wonderin' if you had any work. You
could pay me with food." As I held the screen door open, letting the flies in, I
watched Gram leaning back in her chair, sizing him up.
She jumped up and without hesitating, pulled out a chair from the table.
"How do you like your eggs?"
The weathered lines in his face relaxed. "Why, thank you kindly." I felt a
sense of excitement as he walked into our kitchen. He was a big man and his
presence seemed to fill the room. Moving in my grandmother's sphere was like
being in a play that was discovering its own plot second by second. As I set his
place at the table, carefully slipping a dish and mug in front of him, I could feel
his body heat and smell the soap he'd used on his hands.
Our visitor told us he was an Ojibwa and hailed from the Chippewa nation
up north where they still fished for salmon with nets. Like so many who had
lost their sense of place, he'd knocked around quite a bit and now was returning
home. Gram often introduced me into conversations with Indians she knew
from the old days and firmly believed this was good for my education. During
breakfast I watched him closely-the way he held a fork like a farmer, prongside down, covering the least distance between the plate and his mouth and not
switching hands. He seemed earthy, so I inquired if he used a bow and arrow.
He threw his head back and had a good belly laugh at my question, saying, "I
don't even know how to hunt!"
After drinking down the last cup of coffee, he reached for his hat, which was
resting on the cabinet counter, plucked out one of the brown, gray, and white
peregrine feathers, and handed it to me. "For keeps?" I gasped, twirling the quill
between my fingers, not believing my good fortune. He nodded, winking at my
grandmother, whose face was beaming. I took advantage of that moment and
made her promise that if I collected enough feathers, she'd make me a chieftain
headdress. She laughed when my new friend rolled his eyes and shook his head.
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Gram packed up two chicken sandwiches for him and scooped instant coffee into a cloth pouch tied with string; she went down the cellar stairs hidden
under the trap door in the kitchen floor and brought up a jar of homemade blueberry jam. I pleaded for permission to carry Dale Lightfoot's knapsack while
we walked him to the end of the yard. I tried to talk him into staying until another freight train came through that evening, but he politely declined. We
watched him walk down the railroad tracks until we couldn't see him anymore.
Later that day, Gram and I took a vigorous walk-no, outings with my
grandmother were less than vigorous-through Spicklemeier's forest, and as
always when we hiked through these woods, she showed me where she'd found
the tomahawk. She carefully housed this Ojibwa relic in her Victorian cabinet,
coddled in several folds of chamois cloth. With a certain amount of begging,
she could be persuaded to unlock the curved glass door, remove the weapon,
and meticulously unwrap it on the kitchen table while I looked on impatiently.
When we arrived home from our walk, I was primed. Shafts of sunlight filtered through the windows as the sheer curtains billowed up and down from the
afternoon breezes off White Lake. While the seagulls soared above and screeched
in their incessant quest for food, a small flock of yellow finches chattered about
the yard. Brightly colored zinnias, marigolds, and bachelor's-buttons from the
garden stood brilliantly alive in their vases against the fading floral wallpaper in
the living room. Thermals would be rising from the lake about now, creating
good sailing conditions.
Together we stared at the tomahawk, ran our hands up and down its long
shaft and smooth cold stone, and speculated, as we always did, on how the real
Indians had lived their day-to-day lives in the sand dunes and forests bordering
Lake Michigan.
My grandmother had acquired full appreciation of Indian ways living in
western Michigan and treated them with great respect. She found the tomahawk
while on a spring walk deep in the woods near Windemere, one of those out-ofthe-way pretty spots with narrow columns of fuzzy light reaching through quiet
pines. Stopping to absorb the smell of damp leaves wafting up from the creek,
she saw the tomahawk poking its head through a tuft of young shoots.
Deerskin had been stretched around a large, smooth stone until it had dried
and tightened and was neatly bound with deer gut and decorated with minuscule coral, white, and turquoise beads. The handle was a strong and slender
stick whittled from an oak branch and it fit snugly into one's hand. An Indian
had tied the handle to the stone with thongs of leather. It had lasted a hundred
years and was good for a hundred more.
Finally Gram carefully wrapped her treasure and put it away. I felt somehow bereft now that the high moment was over and pestered her to go looking
for arrowheads along the shoreline of Lake Michigan. She wanted to do it as
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bad as I did, but there was some grown-up thing that took precedence. "We'll
see," was all she said.
Years ago, when I took two steps for every one of hers, my grandmother
and I hiked to the top of the highest dune I'd ever seen. "At this very spot," she
emphatically pointed to the ground, "Norman Redwing showed me how to
make a birch bark canoe." Leaning forward into a white birch, she stretched her
arms above her head and with an imaginary knife, she explained while walking
slowly around the tree, that it was like peeling an apple. One must keep the skin
in a continuous piece. After soaking in water, the birch skins swelled and dried
tight when laid over the canoe's cedar framework. Squaws brushed the seams
with hot, black spruce gum to prevent leaks. I nodded solemnly and pictured the
canoe as she laid out the construction before me. We were standing just inside a
line of tall pines when she decided we would take our homemade canoe to
northern Minnesota and gather wild rice like the Ojibwa farmers. Then a funny
look crossed her face. She positioned me in front of her, while she stood behind
with her arms draped over my shoulders. In silence, we looked westward. The
sun, a perfect coral disk ninety-three million miles away, was partially visible
behind the slender firs. It began its swift descent to flatten out like molten metal
on the surface of the big lake.
We never made that trip to Minnesota, but Gram did attempt to fashion the
chieftain headdress. I recall the aggravation it caused her while she struggled
with sewing the braiding around the slippery feather quills. Years later I was
disappointed when she gave that tomahawk to my cousin. I felt I deserved it,
because I was older and had seen it first.
Western Michigan is not all about sand dunes, water, and Indians. Go two
miles in any direction and you're out of Whitehall and into rolling farm country.
Every growing season lies on its back passively, exposed to the vagaries of
Michigan's mercurial island-like weather. Gram never tired of recounting anecdotes about the farmers. Hank Lipka, a local celery farmer, was visited by a California woman who asked him about the climate. "Why, we don't have climate
in these parts," he informed her, stepping aside to spit an arc of tobacco juice,
"we have weather with a capital W" Gram used to say the farmers would tell you
anything, abrupt and to the point, but don't expect them to talk much. They were
solitary workers. Up here men were weathered by the elements like the razor-edge
dune wood chiseled to a fine sharpness by centuries of blowing sand.
In the 1970s my friend Rita and I used to drive up from Chicago to visit my
grandmother and we developed our own brand of humor regarding farmers.
Rita, who in those days was straight-laced and wore her hair tightly pulled
back, loosened up at Grandma's house. We'd arrive at one or two A.M. with the
yard light guiding our way. On the table there'd be a folksy note from Gram
telling us what snacks were in the cookie jar or refrigerator. Out of habit we sat
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down and ate cookies and giggled in whispers. Upstairs, two rickety cots had
fresh linens on them, and in general, everything was made ready for us. In the
morning the smell of coffee always awakened me first and I'd go downstairs to
greet Gram with hugs, and she'd promptly say, "Good morning, Glory," her
customary endearment. Then without fail or prompting, she'd proceed to inundate me with the latest news about the farmers, how the crops were doing, the
high price of black cherries because of early frost.
When I returned upstairs Rita would solemnly ask, "How are the farmers?"
And I'd answer, "They desperately need rain." Or, "The cows are dying of
some mysterious disease." Or, "There are PCBs in the paint on the barn walls."
She'd nod with understanding and then we'd collapse on her bed laughing. It
probably sounds cruel, but my grandmother was so intense and sincere, the ritual became something we looked forward to.
Before farmers ever tilled the soil, the land had to be cleared of trees. In
1830, seven-eighths of Michigan was pure forest. Lumber dominated the economy from 1860 to 1900 with the harvesting, sawing, and marketing of trees,
chiefly white pine. Michigan lumber rebuilt Chicago after the Great Fire of 1871.
Gram told me many Swedes and Norwegians settled here because the giant evergreens reminded them of home. Her friend, Rich Willson, a forest ranger with the
woodsman's skill for spinning yams, once claimed the forests used to be so
dense a squirrel could travel completely across the northern Lower Peninsula by
running across the treetops, never once touching the ground.
Appreciative of trees like the ancient Druids, the Chippewa here used to
knock on tree trunks, asking the tree spirits to forgive them if they stripped
birch bark from a live tree to make a canoe. According to James G. Frazer in
The Golden Bough, "The Ojebways [sic] very seldom cut down green or living
trees, from the idea that it puts them to pain and some of their medicine-men
profess to have heard the wailing of the trees under the axe." My grandmother,
who must have been an Indian in another life, always knocked on wood-to
ward off evil spirits and to reassure herself that the good thing would happen.
Because of Grandma's guidance regarding natural things, I still return,
every April, to a secluded spot by the birches on White Lake and to this day,
honor her wish that this location remain a secret. It was here she taught me how
to harvest watercress.
One spring when I drove to her house, I was hardly inside the door with my
suitcase when she said we were going out to see something she'd found. She
provided me with some old boots and told me to waterproof myself. I had no
idea what was going on and couldn't drag it out of her as she drove the car, all
flushed and secretive, to an isolated place off Scenic Drive. We literally waded
into a marsh hidden behind a copse of birch trees. Snowmelt had increased the
water levels. There, beyond the illy pads and wild arbutus, clumps of green water-
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cress were growing. My ill-fitting boots sucked down into the muck, and whenever I lifted a leg, my stockinged foot emerged while the trapped boot would stay
behind, filling with water.
The water was frigid as we used our bare hands to grab clumps of watercress. Twisting at the middle of the gathered stems, we snapped off the leafy
parts. This way, Gram instructed, the roots remained intact, another crop would
grow before spring ended, and she could gather an unlimited supply. Like a
prospector jealously guarding a gold claim, she made me promise never to tell
anyone where we got our watercress. This was serious business-she even
wrote an editorial on the proper way to pick watercress for the Muskegon
Chronicle. Each spring we repeated this clandestine reaping until, in her
nineties, she became too feeble to manage the difficult trek through the marsh.
For at least a decade, my grandmother was preoccupied by watercress. After high school, I did a preparatory stint in the convent. The predictable lifestyle
there appealed to me in the same way small-town life offers familiarity and a
sense of belonging and place. While there, I turned twenty-one. My grandmother sent me a touching card that read, "I'll love you 'til the cows come
home." Inside she included a letter that told the story of her boyfriend Charlie's
sick cow (which was on its last legs), and Charlie's mother. The Eilers boys, all
big, strapping farmers, advised their tender-hearted, but naive, mother to kill old
Beulah to put her out of her misery. Mrs. Eilers, who was sentimental, steadfastly refused. Instead she insisted they put the cow out to pasture in the south
field, which had a spring-fed creek running through it. They argued vehemently,
but the ninety-two-year-old Hannah Eilers prevailed. When Charlie and his
brother Dan checked on the cow a week later, she was lounging contentedly under a crabapple tree, swatting flies with her tail. Perplexed, they asked their
mother what kind of witchery she'd been fooling with. She explained that the
cow needed iron and that the south field was full of watercress in springtime,
and as everyone knows-and if they didn't know, they should know-watercress is a leafy green vegetable loaded with iron and vitamins.
Whether my grandmother believed the good sisters weren't feeding me
properly or she was showing an excess of love, she sent three huge boxes of watercress to the novitiate. I enjoyed the sentiment certainly, but since all goods
are shared in common in the convent, we were made to eat it in soups and salads and garnish for the next two weeks. No one liked it because the iron content
make it taste extremely bitter. But I never doubted Grandma's wisdom ... after
all, it cured a cow!
In Whitehall, under her influence, my personal rhythms succumbed to a
greater rhythm, that of nature. The season provided the framework for when
something should be planted or plucked or pruned. It instructed my activities
and thoughts. And I liked that.
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Flight and flying things obsessed my grandmother even more than watercress. Her cuckoo clock held an unending fascination for my younger brothers
and me, which pleased her immensely. "Kids, it's time!" She'd call us to the
kitchen whenever noon was about to strike. I can still picture my brothers dropping their toys in midair, their faces lighting up as they raced to sit on the
kitchen floor. They always buffeted each other, arguing for the favored position,
but checked themselves just short of fighting.
The cuckoo bird popped in and out of his small door, sounding tinny after
thirty years of bowing and chirping on the half-hours and hours, but as Gram attested, products from Germany never wore out. My four-year-old brother
wanted to know if the bird had a television in his house. This led to follow-up
questions about refrigerators, bunk beds, and bathrooms. To our minds, the
cuckoo lived in a luxury penthouse with a swimming pool. As we watched, anchored to the spot, Gram said the tiny bird really wanted to fly, but was imprisoned by his spring coil, forever rooted to earth. She concluded this is what
made him so cuckoo.
In 1985 my grandmother was eighty-six years old. I received a rather expensive birthday gift from friends that year: a hot air balloon trip and dinner for two
at the Tabor Hill Winery. Knowing my grandmother's predilection for adventures of the new and quirky kind, I asked her if she would join me. Considering
her age, I was prepared for some resistance, but to my delight, she said, "Do
birds fly?"
On our drive to Tabor Hill, she confessed she hadn't slept well for a week,
she was so excited. Because of failing vision, she fretted about not seeing well
from the great heights the balloon would carry us to.
At sunset we enjoyed a gourmet dinner overlooking the vineyards, but
Gram, who loved a good meal, had trouble concentrating on anything but our
impending flight. With great difficulty, we both climbed into the gondola, a
large basket which held two helium tanks and still had room for three people.
The pilot fired the gas. A giant ten-foot flame shot up into the balloon's belly,
and we slowly and silently ascended over the vineyards. Our skin burned with
the intense heat and every annoyed dog in the neighborhood yapped because of
the low whoosh! the gas jets made. Our balloon was red, white and blue, the
snappy colors Grandma often wore. Excessively curious by nature, she barraged
the pilot with questions about his abilities, certification, how the balloon
worked. He dropped the gondola into the treetops and we ran our hands through
the leaves. Grandma came up with a large branch (which she later put in a vase
in her bedroom), grinned, and said, "What a gas!"
"No, Gram, you mean the sky's the limit!"
We passed over a patchwork of farms and golf courses and small towns.
Gram observed that the neat rows of vegetables looked like green corduroy
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from three thousand feet. The basket dipped into Pigeon River where boaters
waved and honked horns. Our pilot brushed us by a water tower. Grandma
reached out and touched it.
"This is the world as God sees it," she informed me.
"I didn't know you believed in God."
"Today, I believe in everything."
"All good things must come to an end," was one of the aphorisms my
grandmother lived by. In the early 1980s, from New Buffalo to the Leelanau
Peninsula, big city developers "discovered" the treasures of western Michigan
and exposed them to the world. Tourists now flood the region in summertime,
and prices and taxes have skyrocketed because of rich vacationers buying up the
land the locals can't afford. Swedish street dances and the quiet charm of towns
like Whitehall are a thing of the past. The village now has red cobblestone sidewalks and lampposts like nineteeth-century Paris, sans only the prostitute in the
beret. You have to wait in line to launch your boat-and you have to pay! Villagers cast a rheumy eye on the whole business. Gram's friend Charlie comments like a man compromised, "You can't find any solitude at the ol' fishing
hole anymore, but the fudgies do help pay the bills. If this is progress, then I
must be in my dotage."
As her beloved village found itself suddenly on the tourist map, my grandmother succumbed to a decline of her own. For two years she rode out her nursing
home experience, as she blindly rolled along in her wheelchair like a demented
child, causing mayhem in the hallways of Whitehall Manor. In what appeared to
be a tomadic path, Gram left medicine carts and food trays overturned in her
wake. The nurses threatened her with speeding tickets. Even though our family
visited her frequently and took her on excursions to her beloved lakeshore,
sometimes the days dragged by interminably for her. She lost her sense of taste,
sight, and hearing. Even her body seemed to slip away from us as she dropped
weight. Only her strong spirit and a small teddy bear, which she pulled out of the
drawer on a bad day, carried her through the long list of indignities. Once an
Alzheimer's patient slapped Gram in the face because she thought my grandmother had taken her bed. I watched her suffering in silent frustration and sometimes thought my heart would break.
Last Sunday when I came for a visit, I saw Sophie, Gram's favorite nurse,
leaving her room. She stood outside the door as I approached, but wouldn't look
at me. As I reached her, I touched her arm and said, "Sophie?" She looked up. I
could see she'd been crying. I knew. "When?" I asked.
"Fifteen minutes ago."
I closed the door so Gram and I could be alone. She lay on the bed with her

mouth open, and the way her bottom lip sucked in, I could tell her dentures had
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been removed. Her wrinkled skin had a pearlescent sheen to it, like parchment.
She looked small and fragile, lost in the covers. I mumbled a short prayer.
As I studied her face, her nose seemed somewhat hooked to me, like a
hawk's. I'd never noticed it before-a small bump protruding just below the
bridge. It's funny how we don't get the opportunity to study people's faces in life.
They're always stirring-in constant motion-like moving targets. It's only in
death that we really study the face we loved and reflect on what it meant to us.
I leaned over and kissed her still warm forehead. Right then I wanted her
death to pierce me through instead of the peripheral dullness I was feeling. But
I knew in some dumb animal way that it would gain cumulative meaning with
distance.
The inevitable was here and it was slipping through my fingers like any
other ordinary moment.
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ELIZABETH YOKAS

BEYOND THERAPY: RAMSAY'S JOURNEY
THROUGH PSYCHOANALYSIS
Information compiled by Dr. Theodore Wentwithall, Professor of Psychology,
Cambridge University, University Press, ©1955.
"Who am I?" "Why am I here?" "How did I come to be?" These existential
questions were among the first words uttered by a patient of mine. He is quite a
character, and I don't mean that in the colloquial sense. He was and still is a
character-a very complex, and at least in the beginning, very frustrated man.
The pages to fallow are excerpts from the memoirs of my practice-in particular, the years during which I treated Ramsay. Now, as a retired psychologist,
I can divulge the fascinating information contained within the journals I kept
during his treatment. Let me assure you, people have come to me convinced that
they are many people or many things, but Mr. Ramsay was a three-dimensional
character who sought and received my professional help. I say! One should really talk about one's leaping off the page!
He came to me at my London practice on the first of February, 1927. That
was the first time I got a physical sight of Mr. Ramsay...
1 February 1927
5:30 P.M.

I've tried everything. Psychoanalysis, free association, dream therapy, hypnosis. Alas, Mary Jennings is convinced that she and her husband Joseph are
chickens. I detected anti-Christian symbolism here, but that is not my immediate concern. At the moment, I'm in quite a to-do over the entire ordeal, probing
the recesses of my mind in hopes of having a eureka! moment1 February 1927
6:30 P.M.

- I was in the midst of my patient log when suddenly I heard someone
beating up and down the hallway. I slowly placed my pen down upon my desk
blotter and listened. "Boldly we rode and well!" a voice boomed. I pushed

against my desk, and the wheels of my chair rolled it backwards. My office was
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quite dark at the time. The street outside was quiet. The only illumination afforded at the hour was that of my desk lamp and a flickering streetlight. "Who's
there?" I called. "Who's there?" I heard no answer, only the stomping, steady
beat of pacing. I kept silent a while longer. Then he appeared in the doorway.
He was a tall, thin man of about sixty years, in good physical shape, with unbelievably impressive posture. In one of his magnificent hands he gripped a pipe;
tucked at his side beneath a lean arm was what looked to be a purple book of
poetry. He sported a frayed tie and a half-buttoned waistcoat, and he possessed
the bluest eyes I'd ever seen. As he beat a diagonal path from the door, swept
past my desk, and walked towards the window, I did inquire, "May I help you?"
No response. "May I help you?" I said impatiently. He simply narrowed his
blue eyes and paced near the window. "Very well, then," I yelled. "Fine. I'll call
the police and-"
"-But," he said, stopping by the window, "it won't be fine."
I say, I thought, what an imposing ol' chap! "Who are you?" I demanded.
"Ramsay. I'm a philosopher."
"Ramsay, eh? Why, I've never heard of you." I realize now that this was not
the appropriate thing to say to Ramsay.
"Someone had blundered!" he boomed.
"My dear sir," I said, leaning forward over my desk, "I'm afraid I do not
understand."
" ... talking nonsense," he murmured, puffing on his pipe.
I bade him be seated and attempted conversation. "Tell me a little bit about
yourself," I said cheerily. He narrowed his blue eyes and gesticulated as he
mumbled words including, but not limited to, tyrant, intrusive, ridiculous, petty,
selfish, vain, egotistical, spoilt, pitiable, distasteful, demanding, greedy, distraught, hypocrite, and alarming.
Alarming indeed! What makes him this way? I wondered. At first he
seemed a bit too aggressive, but there, underneath, he also seemed to be a nice
fellow. My, he was an interesting man.
Finally he spoke-unequivocally and passionately: "Why did she do this to
me? Create me in such a way? All those abhorrent adjectives ... verbs ... pages of
them! I just can't determine exactly who I am anymore. Am I nice? Am I a buffoon? I just don't know what has become of me."
"Who is she, and to what pages are you referring?"
"Virginia Woolf," he sighed rather significantly. "To the Lighthouse. I am a
primary character."
Well as you can indeed imagine, I was incredulous at the time, to say the
least. First I'm dealing with chickens, and now, well, literary characters? Nevertheless I arranged weekly appointments for psychoanalysis and I made the necessary preparations: I procured a copy of To the Lighthouse, a fresh journal, and
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a case of Dows porto.
7 February 1927
My first appointment with Ramsay went well, but I think we have much
progress to make. Today's issues seemed to surround his introduction. It appears that his son, James, hates him with the utmost intensity. Upon reading this
chapter, I conclude that yes, conflict was presented simultaneously with the introduction of Ramsay. He is physically positioned as an imposition, as his was
the most blunt of entrances. Also, there, standing in front of the window, he
blocks little James's view of the lighthouse. He also contradicts his wife: she
says it will be fine, he says on the contrary. It is a classic case of conflict, and it
is duly noted. Then Ramsay expressed to me that he was unhappy about being
presented in such a bad light and that the writer has something against him personally, as he was based, he told me, upon Woolf's father. However I assured
him that was not where he fell prey to biases and ill perception-he had received that from the other characters. The author wasn't out to get him on some
sort of paternal vendetta. He was simply being paranoid.
"You 're not alone," I explained. "Look at how Tansley was presented. At
least you have more depth than he!" I could see that Ramsay was unaffected.
He sat there and glared at me as I explained how Charles Tansley was perceived
negatively and positively at alternating points in the first book of the novel. "In
fact," I informed Ramsay, "part of the reason Tansley is on the page is to help
you develop!" I thought this would improve his self-esteem, as he was quite insecure. Then I also informed Ramsay of the language that was used to describe
him-by way of strong gestures, verbs, and phrasing such as boom, he stirred
fear, shouts, lean and narrow as a knife, gesticulated, beating up and down the
terrace, stamped his foot, banged out of the room, stormed, he volleyed, he
thundered, and he banged the gate. I likened this to the weaker positioning of
Tansley. In comparing gestures and phrasing for Charles Tansley to Ramsay's, I
got quite a contrast. While Ramsay is booming, shouting, and posturing his way
about, the odious Tansley is showing us his bony fingers, is being mocked, not
feared by children, is emulating Ramsay, is poking and shuffling, all humps and
hollows, a little atheist, and an overall miserable specimen. Why, even a toothless dog endeavors to bite the lad. When one is presented as strong, while another weak, naturally one would appear more powerful. "You were up against
Tansley, my good man," I reasoned. "You came out better! Now, why do you
think that happened, eh?"
"Someone had blundered!" he shouted.
I begged to differ, quite honestly.
14 February 1927
Mr. Ramsay at times asks me if I've ever reached R or Q, and if it ever bothered me that I shall never reach Z, like Shakespeare, Freud, or Plato. I didn't
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quite understand this, so I consulted the text for which he was created. On pages
53 to 55 , it was revealed that in his mind the alphabet was a representation for
the scope of humanitarian achievement. Brilliant! This information, combined
with his aggressive physical mannerisms, led me to conclude that Ramsay was
suffering from low self-esteem. He didn't seem to be satisfied with himself. He
was adversely affected by what others thought of him. He seemed to feel at
times that he had traded Z for marriage and fatherhood, which created tumultuous inner conflicts as he was moved by love for his family and tormented by
never having reached Z. Perhaps that is why he stormed about and experienced
such incredible mood swings.
20 February 1927

This was a most difficult session. Ramsay stormed in with the nastiest of
scowls upon his countenance. For a full hour, he just paced up and down, puffing
on his pipe, occasionally stopping to stare at the potted foliage which was situated by the window. He was being introspective, and I would certainly not begrudge him it. I truly believe that he wanted to express himself. Then I noticed
something that was indeed very compelling: just as it had happened on page 57,
right before me I saw that his physical passivity became more pronounced as he
grew more pensive. His eyes were fierce-looking, and he was obviously in a
thoughtful state. His eyes grew wider, and he tapped his pipe ever so gently
against the standing ashtray. He braced himself. He clenched himself. I saw him
do this right before my eyes. He fixated on something beyond the door and he
gradually moved towards it until, I imagine, it was clearly before him. Was he
pondering Q? Was he dreaming of Z? I anxiously await our next session.
At one point during the subsequent weeks of therapy, I discussed my
fees with Ramsay. He said he shan 't render payment. He rationalised that as the
father of eight children, he simply couldn't-and what with the burdens and the
worries, and the greenhouse bill amounting to more than fifty pounds. My f ascination, however, with treating a fictional character for neuroses convinced me
to accept the task pro bono. So, on with it we did go!
27 February 1927

Ramsay likes Lily Briscoe, and his wife was quite fond of her; however
Lily Briscoe's perception of Ramsay has a profound impact on his character. So
far, no one has said anything the least bit flattering of Ramsay; he is surrounded
by negativity throughout "The Window." Perhaps that is why he appears to be
so frustrated and testy.
1O March 1927
With much thought, I decided that a good method by which Ramsay could
tap into his inner self would be hypnosis. It's a technique that has proven quite
successful. I situated Ramsay on the couch. He reclined, and I had him focus
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upon a pendulous watch. As the watch swung to and fro, Ramsay counted back
from one hundred. We then delved into his being.
I asked him where he was. Proudly he answered, "'The Lighthouse."'
"Good," I said. I then asked him to reach even farther back. "Where are you
now, Ramsay?"
'"Time Passes,"' he said desperately. "I'm stumbling along a dark passage ..."
"Reach even farther. Go way back, Ramsay:' I coaxed. "Now where are you?"
"'The Window,"' he stated brashly. I encouraged him to reach back as far as
he could, back to his beginnings. After a sufficient amount of time, I asked ever
so softly, "Where are you, Mr. Ramsay?"
"In Virginia's mind," he replied.
"How does it look in there?" I asked, half-joking.
"Busy. A lot of things are twirling about. Oops, there goes her father!"
I was mesmerised. "What is she doing with you, Ramsay?"
"She's trying to give the reader another character's perception of me."
"Why?"
Ramsay quivered. He shivered. "To round me out, she's thinking."
"Ah, I see," I said, although I really didn't. I, like most who delve into the
subconscious, had absolutely no idea what the bloody hell all this was. "So
through different points of view the author intends to give you definition and
substance?"
"Along those lines, yes," confirmed Ramsay.
"Jolly good. Now, in whose point of view are you being placed, or presented? Can you tell me that?"
"Lily Briscoe's. Virginia has just introduced Bankes, my opposite; she's going to compare and contrast me with Bankes in Lily's point of view."
"Why?"
"To show what others think of me. She has to establish what they think of
me. She's giving information about me through them. They're going to hate
me ..." Ramsay's tall frame slumped into the sofa; he began to whimper. He
quivered.
"Now, now, it's all right, Ramsay." I asked him to tell me what Virginia was
having Lily say about him. Ramsay screwed up his eyes until they looked, well,
Chinese, actually, and then he uttered Lily's comparison between him and his
opposite, Bankes:
You have greatness ... but Mr. Ramsay has none of it. He is petty, selfish, vain,
egotistical; he is spoilt; he is a tyrant; he wears Mrs. Ramsay to death .... (p. 40)
"Does Bankes agree with this?" I probed.
"He agrees with Lily on my moodiness. It's a pity I can't behave like others, he says on page 71. Fiddlesticks! I'm incredibly hurt by this. I go through a
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painful self-confession on pages 67 and 68, where I admit that I'm afraid to own
my own feelings and depend on the praise of others to validate my existence;
and while that's going on she has Bankes commenting on how pitiable my behaviour is, how I'm a hypocrite, and that the young men I instruct regard me as
a crusty old grumbler."
"He wasn't referring to you, Ramsay, he was talking about Carlyle:' I reasoned.
"Who gives a bloody damn about a crusty old grumbler?" Ramsay went on,
unaffected by my interjection, "Why would anyone care about me after this?"
"Now, Ramsay," I continued to reason, "you've had a couple of fine moments. Virginia is showing the reader your inner depths. By juxtaposing your
painfully introspective thoughts with the harsh criticism of Bankes and Lily, the
reader is presented with a contrast that favors you more. This juxtaposition also
shows that the others don't know you, and that they, not you, are insincere, don't
you see? She's working on your definition here, my good man. Don't you see?"
"No! Fiddlesticks!" retorted my neurotic fictitious friend.
"Up to page 71, you've had two revealing introspections. There is a reason
why Virginia is showing these unflattering perceptions of you. Different people
see different things, Ramsay," I explained calmly, "and often, they see more with
their minds than their eyes. She wants to show that by juxtaposing your physical
affect displays with your inner battles. It's a gradual process of layering, peeling
away, draping over, then tearing another layer off until you have the desired
length. By juxtaposing thought and action, she is unveiling your complexities."
Further discussion revealed that Bankes was indeed Ramsay's opposite. To
know this, Virginia was undoubtedly thinking, was a path towards knowing
Ramsay. Brilliant! For example Bankes didn't need praise like Ramsay did, objected to dogs on chairs while Ramsay adored them, and was a childless widower whereas Ramsay was married and had eight children. Bankes had known
Ramsay longer than anyone and had much credibility for the reader in defining
Ramsay.
Although the process of hypnosis left Ramsay in quite a harried state, his
eyes glazed over, his beautiful hands trembling, I've decided that it is a useful
tool in his self-exploration. We shall do it again.
24 March 1927
Why do I get myself into such situations? I share a problem of Ramsay's: I
too am incapable of untruth, and the truth of that matter is that I can't afford to be
doing all of this treatment pro bono. Undeniably he is a fascinating character; nevertheless he is raising a huge family on philosophy, so I suppose I shan't invoice
him. The sooner I help him through his identity crisis, the better for us both.
6 April 1927
Diadic communication also has weight upon what could make a character "tick," as they say. What does his marriage tell us about him? Conflicts are

126 Hair Trigger 17

prevalent. Hypnosis revealed instances of conflict between Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay.
I made it nice and comfy for Mr. Ramsay on the sofa, then brought him back to
the page once more.
"Where are you, Mr. Ramsay?"
"On pages 102 to 103 ."
"Where is your wife, Ramsay?"
"Next to me. We're taking a stroll," Ramsay said. He didn't look pleased.
"Go on, Ramsay," I coaxed, "go on." What follows was quite an interesting
spectacle. Ramsay assumed his character, along with his wife's, so he had, in effect, a conversation with himself: "You're teaching your daughters to exaggerate,"
said Mr. Ramsay...
Her Aunt Camilla was far worse than she was, Mrs. Ramsay remarked.
"Nobody ever held up your Aunt Camilla as a model of virtue that I'm
aware of," said Mr. Ramsay.
"She was the most beautiful woman I ever saw;' he said in Mrs. Ramsay's voice.
"Somebody else was that," Ramsay said, his voice coming through.
Then he assumed Mrs. Ramsay's point of view and said that Prue was going to be far more beautiful than her Aunt Camilla. He saw no trace of it. He
wished that Andrew could be induced to work harder. He would lose every
chance of a scholarship if he didn't.
"Oh, scholarships!" Mrs. Ramsay's voice stated.
Ramsay thought her foolish for saying that about a serious thing like a
scholarship.
Much of what Ramsay is, is built upon his marriage. There are established
conflicts, which are evident in dialogue between him and his wife (pages 184 to
186). From Mrs. Ramsay's point of view, we learn this about Ramsay:
He wanted something-wanted the thing she always found it so difficult to
give him; wanted her to tell him that she loved him. And that, no, she could
not do. He found talking so much easier than she did. He could say thingsshe never could. So naturally it was always he that said the things, and then for
some reason he would mind this suddenly and would reproach her. A heartless
woman he called her; she never told him that she loved him. But it was not
so-it was not so. It was only that she never could say what she felt....Will you
not tell me just for once that you love me? ... But she could not do it.. .. And she
looked at him smiling. For she had triumphed again. She had not said it: yet he
knew. (pp. 184-186)

If only Mrs. Ramsay were not dead! I'd have her and Ramsay in for marital
counseling! Why the need to manipulate her husband in such a way? Why is
she consumed with this power? Well, anyhow, I now have clearer insight into
Ramsay's character, and why he is literally afraid to own his own feelings. Why
so brave a man in thought is so timid in life. Why he needs praise, how he could
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be venerable and laughable at one and the same time. I am starting to fit his social institutions into his psyche-he is beginning to appear a an ordinary, realistic human-a most sincere man surrounded by insincerity. Brilliant! Now
wouldn' t that make anyone with a deep regard for truth a bit testy? I brought
him back to consciousness, he banged out of the room, and yet I understood
why. I empathized with him. I understood.
1 May 1927
Ramsay looked me in the eye today and told me that he was a failure as
a character. He was quite neurotic about the brevity of his mention in "Time
Passes." I was shocked! All she gave him, he had complained, was one lousy
sentence. But it was a fine sentence! Clearly the most intense sentence of the
novel is the description of Mr. Ramsay in "Time Passes":
[Mr. Ramsay, stumbling along a passage one dark morning, stretched
his arms out, but Mrs. Ramsay having died rather suddenly the night
before, his arms, though stretched out, remained empty.] (p. 194)

How could he be upset by this, I wondered. He nearly stole the show, as
they say, in one sentence! One verb in particular caught my attention as it
evoked a major departure for Ramsay: stumbling. Characteristic thus far for
Ramsay are his stoic, bold, strong physical gestures. What gives this sentence
its impact is the contradiction of Ramsay in his stumbling. I asked Ramsay if he
should like it better if Woolf had him beating up and down a dark passage?
Certainly not. Here, for the first and only time, he is stumbling. His actions are
beyond passivity; he is hopelessly weak here. It chokes me up to the extreme.
He is stretching his arms out, not waving or gesticulating. He is not in need
of praise. He is in dire want in surroundings that offer no solace. One gets an
image of a distraught sleepwalker reaching for someone who is there only in his
dreams. Ramsay, I said to myself, looking him straight in the blue eyes, you are
marvelous! He does more in this sentence to move the reader than the fact that
Mrs. Ramsay has died. What moves the reader is beyond the content. The contrasts in Ramsay's physical mannerisms position him in the utmost emotional
pain. Also the surrounding of darkness, mourning, and solitude are equally
devastating. It is a wonder that he ever came out of it.
There were weeks, months, years of destruction during which Ramsay regressed in his progress and released quite a bit of anger over the form in which
he was put on the page in To the Lighthouse. He wondered why Virginia made
him out to be such an ogre at times. I needed to convince him finally that it wasn 't
always so. What occurs in the mind, I told him again and again, isn't necessarily
what is occurring physically, and vice versa. He stared at me as if he wanted to
strike a blow to my head. I rephrased. I said others can be perceived in different
ways by various people; sometimes the perceptions are valid, sometimes not. And

128

Hair Trigger 17

that is what seems to have been the case with Ramsay.
When one researches Ramsay's roots, one would think that he was suffering
from a split personality, wouldn't one? There he was, a sensitive, devastated
man with whom we sympathise at the end of "The Window" and the beginning
of "Time Passes." Then I found that Lily Briscoe had quite a nasty perception of
Ramsay once more in "The Lighthouse." He seemingly regressed to his old
physically aggressive behaviour, beating up and down the terrace and slamming doors. Take, for example, what Lily says about him (page 223 ):
Let him be fifty feet away, let him not even speak to you, let him not
even see you, he permeated, he prevailed.... something she felt she
could not give him .... That man, she thought, her anger rising in her,
never gave; that man took. She, on the other hand, would be forced to
give. Mrs. Ramsay had given. Giving, giving, giving, she had diedand had left all this. Really, she was angry with Mrs. Ramsay. (p. 223)

Was Ramsay actually storming about, or was it in Lily's mind? This is the
point at which I considered group therapy with Lily and Ramsay...
7 July 1936
Thus far it is clearly demonstrated that much of Ramsay's character to
which the reader had been exposed throughout "The Window" and in the beginning of "The Lighthouse" was based largely on the perceptions of others. For
instance James during Ramsay's introduction; Mrs. Ramsay throughout the first
part of the book; as well as Lily Briscoe and Bankes, whose perceptions about
Ramsay were voiced throughout the novel. His creator did, however, give the
reader unbiased information via her overall storyteller. In utilizing the overall
storyteller, Ramsay's creator was able to access Ramsay's internal point of
view, thus giving the reader insight into what was really occurring in Ramsay's
mind. We saw an example of the external perception of others vs. Ramsay's internal actuality on page 70, when the overall storyteller reveals a painfully candid introspective moment of Ramsay's, which is immediately followed on the
same page by Lily's and Bankes's negative perceptions of Ramsay during the
same moment.
There's only one thing to do at this point, I told Ramsay: Confront your
conflicts and resolve them. He agreed to send for the overall storyteller and Lily
Briscoe, and then later Cam and James, so we could address his character flaws
in a group discussion.
The Lily Sessions, 1936
The overall storyteller just sat back and let everyone talk, and offered services when we needed them. This was quite helpful, as an objective point of view
was required at times in order to distinguish between perception and reality.
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When Lily spoke of Ramsay, especially in the beginning pages of "The
Lighthouse," I detected that she certainly had a fancy for mocking him. Her
tone when speaking of him was quite sarcastic. This wasn't healthy, but I let her
continue:
... he said he had a particular reason for wanting to go to the Lighthouse. His wife used to send the men things. There was a poor boy
with a tuberculous hip, the lightkeeper's son. He sighed profoundly.
He sighed significantly. (p. 226)

Lily weakened Ramsay physically. She affected him on the page in the
worst way:
[Ramsay displayed] a sickly look that nauseated her (he was acting,
she felt, this great man was dramatising himself), at his beautiful
hands .... (he had assumed a pose of extreme decrepitude; he even tottered a little as he stood there) .... (p. 227)

Lily also seemed to mock what she fancied as possible thoughts of Ramsay's:
His immense self-pity, his demand for sympathy poured and spread
itself in pools at her feet, and all she did, miserable sinner that she
was, was to draw her skirts a little closer round her ankles, lest she
should get wet. (p. 228)

Lily is quite crafty with metaphors. In a later session, Lily had a recollection of an image of Ramsay's work, which she experienced on page 232. It was
here that she began to see Ramsay differently. I jotted down some notes; I didn't
get all of it though, as the storyteller did tend to pontificate quite a bit when unravelling Lily's thoughts:
Thinking, night after night, she supposed-about the reality of kitchen
tables .... There was no colour to it; it was all edges and angles; it was
uncompromisingly plain. But Mr. Ramsay kept always his eyes fixed
upon it, never allowed himself to be distracted or deluded, until his
face became worn too and ascetic and partook of this unomamented
beauty which so deeply impressed her.... worries had fretted it-not so
nobly. He must have had his doubts about that table, she supposed;
whether the table was a real table; whether it was worth the time he
gave to it; whether he was able after all to find it. (p. 232)

There, finally, I witnessed a most touching moment between Lily and Ramsay. He was pouring out his lacerated heart to an evasive Lily. Suddenly she exclaimed cheerfully, "Ah, but what beautiful boots you wear!" Lily was convinced (so was I) that Ramsay would have one of his sudden roars of ill temper
and complete annihilation. Instead Mr. Ramsay smiled. His pall, his draperies,
his infirmities fell from him. He has made a great deal of progress indeed. Then
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they had a most delightful discussion about boots and how they cripple the human foot. It nearly moved Lily to tears. It was at this moment she realized the
truth about Ramsay. She was so overwhelmed, the overall storyteller had to step
in and tell me what she was thinking:
He had had doubts, she felt, or he would have asked less of
people .... But now he had nobody to talk to about that table, or his
boots, or his knots; and he was like a lion seeking whom he could devour, and his face had that touch of desperation, of exaggeration in it
which alarmed her, and made her pull her skirts about her. And then,
she recalled ... that sudden recovery of vitality and interest in ordinary
human things, which too passed and changed (for he was always
changing, and hid nothing) into that other final phase which was new
to her and had, she owned, made herself ashamed of her own irritability, when it seemed as if he had shed worries and ambitions, and
the hope of sympathy and the desire for praise, had entered some
other region, was drawn on, as if by curiosity, in dumb colloquy,
whether with himself or another, at the head of that little procession out
of one's range. An extraordinary face! The gate banged. (pp. 232-233)

Lily's change in perception explains Ramsay's behavioural choices,
changes, and motivations displayed throughout the novel. Through Lily's observation, and immediate retraction for all the misgivings about Ramsay, his
growth is validated.
Politely, but very distantly, Mr. Ramsay raised his hand and saluted Lily as
they all departed from my office.
The James and Cam Sessions, 1936
James and Cam entered my office. What a pair they were! From notes I had
gathered from the Lily sessions, Lily at one time thought of James and Cam as
coerced and subdued by their father, but then she saw them as an annoying, serious, melancholy couple who should be more cheerful towards their father. These
contradictory images left me not knowing what to think about James and Cam.
James seemed in a state of serious malcontent. What a sullen young man!
Cam just looked confused and frightened. I tried to make them as comfortable
as possible. I told them who I was, about my profession, and my association
with Mr. Ramsay and recently, Lily.
They were unaffected.
I wanted them to be able to think freely-with out intimidation. I asked Ramsay to leave my office for a moment. He obliged, lit his pipe, and proceeded to
beat up and down the hallway, much like he did upon our first meeting.
"Well now," I said jovially to James, "tell me a little bit about your father."
"He's a bloody tyrant," said James. "I shall fight him to the death."
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Oh, dear, I thought. "Very good, James," (positive reinforcement, you know
how it is) "and you, Cam?"
"No one attracted me more; 'his hands were beautiful, and his feet, and his
words, and his haste, and his temper, and his oddity, and his passion, and his saying straight out before every one, we perish, each alone, and his remoteness."'
"Why, that's very sweet!" I exclaimed. "How very nice! Just as you said on
page 253."
"But" (her thought continued) "what remained is that crass blindness and
tyranny of his which had poisoned my childhood and raised bitter storms ..."
Oh, my! I thought. Then I was informed that even now she woke in the
night trembling with rage and remembered some command of his: some insolence, "Do this," "do that," his dominance: his "submit to me." I wondered if
Ramsay was ever completely aware of the extreme emotions he excited in his
children's breasts. Was he so absorbed in need that he didn 't notice the everyday
things around him? His regrets and insecurity seem to be elemental to his development; and he was given actions that matched his needs. From a child's point
of view, a man like Ramsay would indeed be frightening, realistically.
After a few more sessions with James, Cam, and the storyteller, I went over
my notes. I noticed some interesting images, gestures, verbs, and adjectives
Cam and her brother, James, used to describe their father as they remembered
him on their expedition to the Lighthouse (pp. 242-253) :
J arnes and Carn

(pp. 242-245)
• impatient
• fidgeting
• toss, vigilance;
• ring in his voice
• puffing
• tinge of Scottish
accent

Carn
(245-246)

• he looked proudly
• brave; adventurous
• he had forced them
• gloom
• authority

James
(251

and 273)

• tyrant
• (Ramsay) persisted
• assertively
• commandingly
• unreasonable
• making people pity
him

Well perhaps Mrs. Ramsay had taught Cam that if one cannot say something nice, one shouldn't say anything at all, for in this pool of negativity Cam
had a few positive words for Ramsay: brave, adventurous, and proud.
I noticed that it was only Cam who occasionally remarked positively about
her father. James thus far did not. I decided that Cam would be the first candidate with whom Ramsay would have a one-to-one session.
Ramsay: Cam Session, 1936
My objective was to open up lines of communication between Cam and
Ramsay. "Let's go back to the boat ride, shall we?" I suggested.
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"Look! Over there! Who's that?" bellowed Ramsay, pointing at the overall
storyteller.
"Relax," I told him, "the overall storyteller is here to help us figure things
out," I explained. "Now then, Cam, what was on your mind during the excursion to the Lighthouse?"
She was murmuring to herself, "We perished, each alone." The storyteller
told me that those were her father's words, echoing in her mind, and that she
was scared for not being able to point to the direction in which their house was.
She gazed vaguely, so I knew she was preoccupied.
"Oh," I said, not entirely moved, but still curious, "Ramsay, how did you
feel about this?"
He started out in a hypercritical mode:
Didn't she know the points of the compass? he asked. Didn' t she
know the North from the South? Did she really think they lived right
out there? He wished she would try to be more accurate, he said:
"Tell me-which is East, which is West?" he said, half laughing at
her, half scolding her, for he could not understand the state of mind
of any one, not absolutely imbecile, who did not know the points of
the compass. Yet she did not know.... (p. 249)

Here he seemed to soften his tone and language:
... But he had been wrong to be angry with her; moreover, did he not
rather like this vagueness in women? It was part of their extraordinary
charm. (pp. 249-250)

Ramsay got a sight of his late wife and resolved to subdue his command for
pity and praise. He wanted to make his daughter smile at him, not fear him. I
thought it quite amazing that he seemed to grow so much at this particular moment. He was selfless-and it was all evidenced in one solitary thought-in no
more than two sentences. The Cam:Ramsay session was quite enlightening, but
now I've got to deal with James the Ruthless ... where's that bottle of Dows?
James
James was such a bitter, frustrated young man-and a bit stubborn when he
wanted to be. He seemed to "tune out" those around him. I asked him a few
questions, but he just sat there and sulked. OK, fine, then, I thought to myself,
I'll just put him under for a bit now, won't I?
"Count back from one hundred, James," I politely requested.
"No," James refused.
"But I should enjoy it so to hear you count! I'm sure you're quite good at
it," I reasoned, thinking that in his similarity to the young Charles Tansley, the
usual trick would work just fine to suit my needs.
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"OK," the placated James agreed.
I prepared some questions as he counted, "99, 78, 45, 24, 19, 10, 4, 3, 2, 1, O..."
"How do you feel, James?" I asked cheerily.
"All right, I suppose," he said sullenly.
"Where are you?" I asked.
"On a boat," he said.
"What do you see?"
He said there was a flash of blue, he remembered, and then somebody with
him laughed, surrendered, and he was very angry. It must have been his mother,
he thought, sitting on a chair, with his father standing over her (a flashback,
how interesting).
''Are you having a recollection, James?"
"Yes, I just was." Then he said gloomily, "He's going to look up from his
book at any moment now... and speak sharply to me. If he does, then I shall take
a knife and strike him to the heart!"
All this jumping around from the past to the present has me exhausted; I
can certainly imagine how James feels! I brought James back to present time
storytime; then I escorted his father back into the room. From what I gathered
from James's thought summary, he had always kept this symbol of striking his
father to the heart. Only now, James explained, as he grew older, and sat staring
at his father in an impotent rage, it was not him, that old man, whom he wanted
to kill, but it was the thing that descended on him-without his knowing it perhaps: that fierce, sudden, black-winged harpy... that struck and struck. .. (he could
feel it on his bare legs, where it had struck him as a child). I asked him to what
he was referring. A sprig his father had bullied his leg with, he said. Oh, I said.
Another recollection. "But," said his father, "I was sheepishly tickling you with
it. I was trying to be kind to you. Wasn't that obvious? I was having a hard time
expressing myself, hence my awkward physical gestures."
"'It will rain,"' James retaliated, imitating and quoting his father from
memory, "'you won't be able to go to the Lighthouse."' Oh, give it a rest, I
thought to myself, get over it! "I shall never forget that, you know," James
added.
"I just didn't want you to get your hopes up. There was no way in hell the
weather would have permitted it," Ramsay said. "Your mother, not knowing any
better, kept on saying it might be fine, and I was trying to spare you the disappointment. She was getting your hopes up for no good reason."
At this point in therapy, I called for Cam to enter the discussion. Cam didn't
perceive Ramsay as a harpy at all, for he had given her, from his own parcel on
the boat to the Lighthouse, a gingerbread nut, as if he were a great Spanish gentleman (so courteous his manner was).
So now we have more positive perceptions going for Ramsay (Lily's and
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Cam's) compared to negative ones (James's). It's almost as if his creator was
trying to position him for a big change, isn't it? James's and Cam's contrasting
points of view on Ramsay not only position James on a different level, they also
help to move him towards completion.
James is bitter towards his father, where Cam isn't quite so. One reason for
James's attitude is that Macalister praised him, and yet his father never did
(James thought). James thought this, perhaps suggesting that it isn't necessarily
the reality of the situation, but the perception of the situation. Hrnmm. Maybe
Ramsay had praised him in his own way, maybe not. But anyhow, James was
thinking this.
And Ramsay is full of surprises, isn't he? First, he doesn't explode about
Lily's boot comment like I expected him to. Then he offers his son James a sincerely expressed statement of praise. He triumphantly told James he had steered
them like a born sailor on their expedition to the Lighthouse, after James had
braced himself for Ramsay's criticism.
There! His father had praised him. I think they are going to be a happier
family now.
Ramsay
"Well now, Ramsay," I said ecstatically, "your children have a newfound
love and adoration for you! Isn't that splendid? How very fine!"
"But," he said sadly, "it is not fine."
What? How could he be sad after all this? He had clearly assumed a new
direction; Lily, Cam, and James helped to bring about this change in him. I was
not prepared, nor was I in the mood for any digression. "What is it, Ramsay?"
He again expressed his concern over a sentence. This time it was the sentence in Chapter XII of "The Lighthouse." He referred to "They both wanted to
say, Ask us anything and we will give it to you" (307-308). He wasn't happy.
"What's wrong with that sentence?" I asked. In the whole book, he explained,
this is the only moment where more than one person admires him in a given
moment. "Fiddlesticks!" he said, "one bloody sentence is all I get."
Didn't he learn anything from his experience in "Time Passes," I wondered.
This was THE revealing, tell-all sentence for Ramsay. It validated the new leaf
which he had turned over. "Weren't you in the least bit moved that you were being perceived as the person you finally and painfully grew to be? Remember the
stumbling sentence in "Time Passes"? That was your devastation sentence. This
is your happy resolution sentence! Your creator leaves the reader with a final
sight of you, standing in the bow of the boat, very straight and tall, being admired, not feared or hated, by your children. You appear as a young man, leaping, springing onto the rock."
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Ramsay thought about this, and the image of him as a renewed man physically overtook him.
"Yes," he said, "that is true. I hadn't thought of it quite like that. That is
true, isn't it?" he said positively. He sighed to the full.
"Yes, Ramsay," I gleefully confirmed, "you are a new man." I looked at him
again, and he did look younger. He was satisfied. He arose from the couch, defiant, as if to say, "There is no God." Ramsay was whole.
1 October 1936
Although he is seventy years old, Ramsay has his entire life before him,
and as far as I'm concerned, he has reached Z. He shan't ever be known for his
philosophical theories, but that doesn't matter. What matters is his dimensionality, his motivation, and how he came to be. He is complete.
His last session took place today. We sat together, discussed Shakespeare
and Scott, recited Wordsworth and Bridges (first-rate poets), and then he left,
heading for a new expedition.
A door slammed downstairs. I stood by the window and watched him
bounce along the front steps; a new man; youthful, renewed (I always knew that
he had character, to the marrow of my bones!); his figure grew distant in the
fog; he had come into his own. For no matter what others said of him (and they
too would see), he was created; he was human.
I watched him develop; and along the way I learned that point of view is
not opinion.
I have had my vision.
Work Cited
Woolf, Virginia. To the Lighthouse, 1927. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1955.
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BILL FORSSANDER

AMERICA'S WOUNDED

I had been wandering most of the day. Gutolde, the photographer I was assisting, was tom apart by the Reb artillery shell and I had been taken for dead.
In the frantic confusion of their charge, there was no haven for noncombatants.
I only remember that some screaming Reb knocked me out with the butt of his
musket. Later I was told that the Union reinforcements came up to rout the
Rebs, yelling and shooting until all were out of sight. The medic said my
blurred vision would probably clear up quickly and advised I stay put with the
other wounded for a few days. Being a poor card player and worse liar, I preferred to gather the photographic equipment that was still working, place it in
Gutolde's wagon, and head for what I hoped was the next Union night camp.
From the noise they were making they must have felt confident in the size
of their force. In this area, that made it a pretty safe bet they were Union troops.
With the eerie shadows and limited visibility of twilight I thought it best to
make my presence known, hopefully avoiding being shot by some nervous sentry detecting a "spy."
Before I could see their campfires, I was challenged by a young outskirts
guard who accepted my press credentials and showed me into the camp. Shortly
after, I was invited to join a group just beginning its meal.
After finishing supper most of the troops were gathered round the campfires near their tents, trying to forget how little food there had been and how
hard it was to swallow-even with their ongoing hunger and need of strength.
The beef was cured so heavily in brine that I gagged on the first several mouthfuls.
They had been very hospitable, considering the marching and skirmishes
they had been through that day. At first they were a little suspicious of mecivilian clothing, no weapons, and being a young photographer's assistant-but
that changed when I said that my pictures of them might end up appearing in
their hometown newspapers.
While there was still sufficient light, I was able to take some fine portraits.
Their chests swelled as they assumed postures of great confidence in the intriguing
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variety of their individualized Union blue uniforms. Their agreement in principle
was not demonstrated by any strict agreement of dress. Officers generally had
their uniforms custom-made, frequently to their own design. The others started out
with the uniform of their home unit which was then modified by conditions. The
rigors of travel and combat had long ago excluded anything not essential.
This was usually a peaceful time for the troops, if they could avoid thinking
too much. The approaching darkness normally meant that, except for the sick
and wounded, the dying of the day was over. It was too early to fall asleep and
too late for work details, so the sentry was posted and the others busied themselves with their weapons, gambling, or singing. The river was only a couple
hundred yards away and from the other side we could hear the Rebs singing
"Home Sweet Home" in a way that reminded us of how much we had in common with the kids we would be killing and be killed by come sunrise.
From a campfire nearby a few of our guys had started to wail, "If I had
some liquor I'd be drunker than a vicar," but more popular and becoming louder
was "Kathleen Mavoumeen," with the plaintive sentiments of a soldier's goodbye which "may be for years or may be forever." The top sergeant, now thinking the affair too maudlin, attempted to lift their spirits with a chorus of "Rally
Round the Flag Boys," but that was what they sang before they started their infantry charge and that was tomorrow morning's business. Days, one did what
one had to and tried not to think about it too much. The thinking, for those who
had "seen the elephant" (killed others in combat) came at night, unavoidably.
The days were the most dangerous for the wounds you could see, but the
gravest wounds, the wounds that lingered and festered and caused a disintegration and paralysis of the spirit, came unmercifully with each sunset.
Some of the boys were distracting themselves by tending to their "spit and
polish." The factories, in their need to make more rifles faster, had ceased
browning or blueing the musket barrel, leading the more fastidious to burnish
their barrels until they shone. Ray Olen, one of my new friends in the group,
had a Spencer Carbine and he never polished it. He said if he could see a shiny
rifle barrel catch the light, so could the Rebs. Oliver Needles, polishing his barrel, scoffed at Ray's advice to leave a dull finish as he was quite proud of the reaction of his captain at the last inspection. Oliver died that night, shot while on
late sentry duty by a Reb sniper from across the river, his fine-looking barrel
proudly reflecting the silvery moonlight.
I had seen little action at that point, so my sleep was still sound. My younger
brother, Archie, was with the Rebs somewhere, but the last Pa heard he was far
away from here. I did worry occasionally that we would cross paths as enemy
soldiers, but neither of us was really a soldier. My responsibilities primarily involved "before and after" pictures, so I generally viewed combat from a safe
distance, although the situations changed so quickly that a position that was safe
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one minute could be in the thick of it the next. Archie was a journalist who, I believed, was with the Rebs for pragmatic reasons-he was in love with a beautiful
southern belle and had a job writing for a major syndicate of southern newspapers.
Toward morning I was awakened by several shots coming from the area of
the river. Chaotic sounds of gunfire followed. Throughout the campsite men
were yelling, running, stumbling, and swearing, in a web of general confusion.
Ray Olen yelled to me, "Jack, you get in the trees. I'll come back for ya
when it's over." He disappeared down the slope, running toward the river.
"Get a Reb for me," I yelled back, and then flinched as I realized how that
sounded coming from a neutral noncombatant.
I ran first for my wagon to grab my camera, plates, and tripod, and then
headed for the trees as fast as the additional twenty-four pounds would allow.
The stars were already beginning to fade as sunrise gave its imprimatur to another time for grass to grow and soldiers to bleed.
The gunfire changed. What had been intermittent shots reflecting the fire
between a few enemies sniping at each other from a distance became the rapid
fire of more and closer foes.
I was with a rather small group, what was left of K Company. What should
have been one hundred men had already been reduced to barely fifty. As many
had been killed by disease as by the Rebs. The only officer left, Lieutenant Tom
Jerrold, was barely nineteen years old, but at that, he was still older than most of
the privates. Zack Dempsey and Ray Olen were the top sergeants, and fortunately
Jerrold let their experience speak. K Company was to protect General Buford's
right flank by keeping this position secure. If we were unable to hold our position, we were to fold into the center and consolidate with A Company.
The shouting, gunfire, and the low clouds of white smoke from the muskets
grew steadily closer. It became light enough to see, but the river was out of sight
below a slope that started about a hundred yards from me.
Sounds of horses? K Company had no horses, strictly infantry troops.
Horses were galloping, whinnying, snorting, crying out in pain. I imagined
what I would soon see coming over the slope, and as never before, I felt the gutwrench and acrid taste of fear; the realization that we were being attacked by
the lone superior element of the Rebel force-their cavalry. Union uniforms
came back up the slope from the river, most running in panic, their weapons already left behind, others firing as they retreated. Gray uniforms crested the
slope atop their charging horses, arms raised, sabers whirling.
An unknown Union private fell in front of me, dropping his musket with
the socket bayonet mounted. He was incoherent and bleeding badly with a head
wound, skull practically split by a Reb saber. A figure I recognized was hightailing it from an oncoming Reb horseman. It was Ray. He was still carrying his
Spencer but apparently the magazine was empty and he was running for his life.
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I grabbed the fallen soldier's musket and noticed it was not ready to shoot. I
had only fired a Springfield muzzleloader a couple times several months ago,
and I hoped to hell I remembered the procedures as I searched the now dead
soldier's belt pouches for the cartridges and percussion caps. An experienced infantryman could load and fire one of these muskets about three times a minute.
I didn't know if I had twenty seconds before Ray's head looked like the unfortunate in front of me.
The drill. Remember the drill. I grab a paper cartridge, bite off the powder
end, and put the cartridge in the muzzle, powder end down. Next, pull the rammer from its holder below the muzzle. No, don' t look up at Ray losing
ground ... concentrate. Ram the cartridge down the muzzle. Hands slippery with
nervous sweat I half-cock the hammer. Reaching for the percussion cap from
the pouch, I steal a glance downfield to see Ray slip in full stride and fight to regain his balance, losing precious yardage. Arranging the cap on the nipple I
raise the heavy forty-inch barrel to point at the charging Reb. Ray 's approaching the edge of the forest. To give me a better shot and Ray a better chance, I
yell, waving my arm, signaling him to jump for the nearest tree. He hears me
and dives out of the field into the forest boundary. Knowing I have little chance
of hitting the charging Reb at full gallop, I move the barrel to the larger target
and shoot his horse.
The mottled gray stallion tumbled forward with the Reb thrown free. The
Reb slowly raised and steadied himself, picked up his saber, looked my direction, looked at his dead horse, and ran toward me, his saber raised, expelling a
high-pitched scream of "Yaaankeeeeee ...."
I had no time to reload so I prepared to take his saber charge with the bayonet on my rifle. I stepped aside of his first swipe and lunged for him with my
bayonet. Missed! My forward motion propelled me into some rocks where I
lost my footing and fell , the musket landing ten feet away. The Reb stood over
me. He smiled at the outcome he already envisioned, rasped, "Go to your God,
boy," and raised his saber.
I heard the thump in his chest while I watched his eyes go wide and then
blank. His saber dropped from his hand as he crumpled to the ground. With all
the other shooting going on around us, I hadn't heard Ray 's rifle speak to the
Reb, but I now saw him standing across the field waving the carbine in triumph.
The Reb cavalry had broken our line, and Ray and I fled through the woods
to find and join A Company. Ray was not pleased that I had insisted on carrying
my camera gear but stuck with me. Ray's Spencer had a seven-round magazine,
and he could fire almost twenty rounds a minute, giving him the firepower
equivalent of seven men with muskets. We found A Company just as it was
preparing to charge across a wheatfield. Five hundred yards away was a front
line of Reb infantry and several batteries of artillery.
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An infantry charge came down to guts and attrition. It was mainly a matter
of outnumbering the enemy to the degree that you would still have a dominant
strength after all the losses of the charge, an advantage the Union often believed
they had.
The Union officers stood tall in their saddles as they rode along the front,
checking the lines and exhorting the men. The tenor drums started their cadence, repeating, over and over and over again. The muted percussion sounded
like muffled gunshots.
The front line moved forward, followed by the next three lines, each about
a hundred men across. Ray and I joined the last line; he wasn't here as an observer and I couldn't get any pictures from this far back. Two hundred yards
further and the whistle of Reb bullets turned into the thumps, cracks, and groans
of the lead balls connecting with their targets. As more men dropped, the pace
increased from a brisk walk, to a trot, then into a full run.
Another two hundred yards. The Reb artillery shells changed from shot to
"canned hellfire," the dreaded canisters: a coffee can-type container filled with
steel balls, each about one inch in diameter. One well-placed shot could tum a
closely grouped company into piecemeal carnage in a moment. As I watched
what was left of the Union front rank break the Reb's line, I was hit, spun, and
knocked down by some unseen force. I was angry before I was scared. Then the
dull pain became sharper and I saw the blood and holes in my pants above my
right knee before I noticed that my whole right side was tom up and oozing the
fluids I needed to live. I tried to yell but no sound came out. All around me men
were moaning, crying, screaming, but as in a bad dream, I couldn't yell. I told
my right arm to move to my tom leg but it didn't obey. Pieces of earth and people
were now flying in an almost ballet-like slow motion. Colors of figures remained
after their forms dissolved. Images streaked and blurred, images my camera
could never capture. Sounds were lower and sustained ... Rebs coming this way,
shadowed, slow-moving Rebs that...
I awoke to muted conversations, moans, and stringent odors. Like a twocolor negative, everywhere was crimson or white. The sheets, bandages, nurses'
uniforms, all white with the dark red accents of the inmate's sacrifices confirming the serious purpose of this place. I seemed to still be in one piece. Everything seemed to move, just painfully.
People were talking at the foot of my bed, a man and a woman, facing away
from me. The woman was in white, a nurse, saying, "His arm and side should
fully recova'; he'll probably limp for awhile but eventually his leg should be
fine. He's lucky, the shrapnel tore a lot of tissue but there's no critical bone or
nerve damage."
The nurse, she has a southern accent. There's something familiar about the
man she's talking to. I can't quite hear him or see more than the profile of his
face; but ... "Archie?"

Bill Forssander

141

SALLY ELIZABETH COLFORD

HEALD'S CHICAGO RIVER ODYSSEY

7 April 1812
That April morning came on chilly and crisp. A gray day with a few sparse
drops of icy rain falling now and then. Mists hovered along the banks of the
river where last year's cattails ... dried and fluffed like Injun prayer rags ... drifted
silently on quiet breezes.
The naked, leafless trees, with blackened, wet bark against buff prairies,
stood like sentinels along our route. In the river, their fallen comrades floated by
like so many ashen day-old corpses. The branches entwined and locked on to
one another in their struggles to get down river and out to the lake. Few, if any,
would ever get as far as the lake. They snarled one another, in a trap of longing
limbs-longing for fleeting embraces-yet rotting as they bloated, heaved, and
rolled on silently-without so much as a thud.
I enforced a silence among the soldiers in my command. It strained them.
But I didn't want to draw any attention to ourselves from Injun quarters-wherever those Injun quarters might be- behind a tree, lurking among one of them
floating logs, hiding around them yellow sedges on the banks, or even under the
river, like demon spirits about to spring on us at any unsuspecting moment.
The muskets lay across the braces of the canoes while free hands dipped
paddles into the murky, green water. It was stressing on all of us. Talking might
have relieved some of the fear as to what lay ahead out there at Leigh's Placerelieve some of that tension-and having a musket in hand, and not a paddle,
might've gone a lot further.
Ahead the river continued to mirror the landscape and the mood. Barren
trees, with the dismal day reflected on the land and upon the water, made me
think life really wasn't so very different up here or down there on the water. It
generally seemed the same to me, that is ... but it really wasn't. Ask any Injun if
he thought we whites lived anything like him and he'd tell you not. Life ain't
the same in these very canoes as it might've been someplace else. Not with
what we were headed to ...
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Still, the river flowed on by us, placid and smooth, disturbed only by little
birds skimming along the top to snatch up small insects from the surface. Then,
those birds lit out-darting sharply high overhead, flipping over to shoot back
down to the water. And that's all we could hear... for a time ... were them little
birds chipping and chirping along.
They were soon joined by that racket in the oak woods where crows heckled
at us, bluejays mocked us-all them birds infused with them Injun spirits ... why,
it come to sound like a frenzy going on in there.
The woods ran along the east side of the river. On the west side rolled out
the vast, endless prairie. The gnarled oaks twisted and turned on our left, while
on our right the patches of blackened prairie grass, burned off by a pretty nasty
thunderstorm last fall, left nothing hidden. Somewhere out there among that
charred soil and behind a prairie hill lay an Injun village on the Des Plaines
River ... andjust maybe, them murderers came from there ...
I kept looking, always, for signs and sounds differing from the usual-just
a slight difference was all it would take to know we weren't alone out here ... I'd
get taken in even by them furtive glances of those ducks quietly moving past us.
Spies for Injuns, I'd sometimes think. More of that chittering rang out from the
wooded side. Were they the voices of Injuns whistling birdie songs ... or of spirits
keening? My wife, Rebekah, now she'd say they were of the spirit variety. I'd
laugh at her. I wasn't laughing now as I strained my ears to listen closer. The
sweat on my bare hands went cold on my pistols. I wiped them on my dark blue
overalls.
Grasses along the woodsy side parted. A soldier dropped his paddle and
raised his musket. A deer crept out for a drink of water. I knocked down his
musket, which startled the deer. It bolted for the cover of timber.
"Keep watch!" I snapped low and quiet. Inside I cracked-like so many
eggs falling into a wooden bowl, a wooden bowl with a big split clear through
the side where the eggs ran out like a river...
And then Private Neads said, "Cap'n."
I turned about. "What is it?"
"I gotta shet, Cap'n." And he looked at me embarrassed, lowering his eyes.
"Do it over the side-we ain't about to pull in for a necessary break-not
out here."
"Thanks, Cap'n~' So he leaned over one side and we compensated by easing
to the other. He dropped his breeches and hung his ass over the side to do his
business. Fortunately the river took the stench away from us so we didn't have
to suffer.
...It seemed to quiet down. One moment, like so many wenches gossiping,
then the next, all peaceful and still.
Yet life teemed all around us-however silent. We failed to see we were
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part of it, for a time, as we moved along that river. A lonesome great blue heron
flew overhead-his wide wings and skinny legs made him seem ominous as he
sought the lake. A fox watched us boldly from the prairie side. Private Corbin
raised his paddle to shoot it and made a ping sound.
Yes, we were a part of it, but separate also. We didn't know that once we
left, we would not be missed. The river would go on being a river, flowing out
endlessly to the lake, long after we became rotting game for worms ... and deer
would still come for a drink, a heron would still fly over to the lake, and a fox,
well, he'd continue to watch for potential prey among parted, dried grasses.
The dip of a canoe paddle, the quiet cut through the water further up the
stream, barely disturbed the silence. Despite the natural sounds of wind whispering past one's ear and the quaking of grasses like Injun rattles, it was deafening silent. On any other occasion, a man might welcome the solitude ...
A red-tailed hawk drifted above, searching a breeze to spiral upwards to the
heights of heaven. We all looked. How foolish that was ... Injuns might've blown
us out of the water for it. A private yelled out, "It's a sign!"
I turned saying, "I don't believe in those signs-nor should you!" I looked
back to the front.
"Your wife does," came a crack.
A suppressed snicker of laughter broke out.
I whirled about to search the faces of the men under my command, trying
to find whose voice it had been. None of those eyes would betray the mocker of
my wife. The soldiers turned their faces outwards to the banks of the riversuddenly seeming to take an interest in potential danger.
I let go of a frustrated sigh, knowing I never had their complete trust. Still, I
was their commanding officer. I would be obeyed. So I said harshly, "I ordered
silence ... and I mean to have it!"
But it was a sign. Hawks were said to fly close to the Great Spirit himself,
and they were his messenger to the people below. Injun people, not white men,
not white men soldiers ... that hawk was trying to convey something, but it got
lost on us that cold, gray morning.
"Keep your eyes sharp!" I ordered further. And those dried grasses waved us on.
Drops of rain fell coldly on our exposed skin already stinging from the raw
breeze. Eyes ran with freezing tears down chapped cheeks. The dampness of
the air chilled me in my blue uniform jacket. I longed for my greatcoat that I
had wrapped my Rebekah in before I left the fort .. .I had told her that I loved
her, and how my voice gasped at saying the words to her like it might reveal to
my men, overhearing it, that I might be weak or afraid. I bit back my emotions,
scared as I was. Hell, we were all scared. My men ran to the necessary thrice
apiece before we departed. To think of her now only chilled me more, longing
for her warmth. So I didn't dwell on her. Not now. Not here.
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As this long journey of death continued up the river, the bleak land seemed to
close in on us. The vegetation grew heavier: tangled vines of Virginia creeper,
wild grape, and even poison ivy formed nets between trees, from the floor of the
woods to the canopy; on the banks, bullrushes, thick and numerous, cut into the
river on sharp curves, this way and that. A screeching of geese flew up, causing
muskets to shoot out from below. All eyes but mine were fixed on the bullrushes.
I drew out my pistols and pointed them at the woods, 'cause it would be just like
an Injun to start something over there on the prairie side and come out in force
over here to finish it, to finish us ... but it turned out to be just geese being geese.
Closer and closer, we neared Leigh's Place. The land flattened out more,
which indicated why that place had been chosen for grazing cattle by the contractor to supply beef to the fort. The oaks retreated, leaving a great expanse of
meadow on the left. On the prairie side, the land gave way to marsh and swamp.
I forced distracting thoughts away, keeping my faculties on the land. I refused to let any thoughts cloud my judgment. If a passing wisp of Rebekah's
memory tugged my heart (as did happen with frequency), I fought it, along with
the sudden advance of tears which stung at my eyes. For the isolation of this
journey brought back too many memories of my life before I met her. I shivered
at the old loneliness of what it used to be like, having no one back at my post
waiting for my return ... if I returned. But of course she'd be there now, so I
blinked back the tears, and when that didn't sharpen my cloudy vision, I wiped
my eyes free of dampness with my fingers. My nose ran. I sucked in a breath of
cold air, dismissing Rebekah and my hauntings of loneliness. It was too much
like death-loneliness.
As we went around the last bend in the river before Leigh's Place, I let a
recollection come over me. Once, when I went to Detroit with Governor
William Henry Harrison to distribute annuities to the gathered tribes of Injuns
(and this was long before I met my wife), I became extremely ill. My post was
at Fort Knox located in southern Indiana Territory at Vincennes. The Governor,
having done his duty, returned without me. That was in May... but being so ill, I
spent the long, miserably hot summer at Detroit. While lying there in my cot,
unbathed for weeks, being bled or subjected to clysters of water mixed with
powdered bark and laudanum, as well as other curiosities of medical men, my
fever remaining high, my delirium rising and falling with the heat of the day, I
would try to wish for death. I had no one but myself to live for, not even a
sweetheart back in New England where I came from. No reason to go home,
being that my father, who had been a colonel in the war for independence, had
been very much disappointed in me. Still, in the knowledge that I would die
alone and lack eternally the squeeze of joy in my heart for one special lady, I
hung on to my fleeting life like a child not sure if he should leap from a burning
building into awaiting arms.
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Then one morning while I languished between two lives, one beyond this,
and the other, a vale of a desperately trapped soul, a strange thing occurred. A
man came to see me whom I had only met briefly while at Fort Wayne. He
came to my very sickroom and spoke with me as if we were old friends. The
ease with which he allowed one to know him amazed me. I smiled for the first
time in months. I even laughed at his stories. And still he sat Injun style by my
head, not suffering to quit me for the odors reeking from my person. He was
William Wells, the Injun agent at Fort Wayne, and because of him, my life
changed forever. With his strange ways and knowledge of things Injun, Wells
somehow effected a change in my health, for I recovered almost overnight!
On recruiting service in Louisville, I happened to visit at the home of a
Kentucky squire who turned out to be Wells's brother, Sam. While there I met
Sam's daughter, a sprite of four and ten with a sneaky Injun manner all her own,
no doubt learned from her Injun-loving Uncle William. So upon next running
into him, I told him of meeting his niece and that she had a message for him,
that she missed him and, "Would he come home for a visit soon?" Call it fate.
From time to time, he and I would meet, sharing a jug of whiskey, swapping
stories, arguing lnjun affairs, on which he most always sided with lnjuns, seeing
how he was brought up by them and had a pretty one for a wife. Another fate
sent me to command at Fort Wayne. He and I met up again. I had never known
a friend as close as he was to me.
His wife died and he left one fall with a collection of Injuns to meet President Jefferson at the new capital at Washington. From there, he came back by
way of Louisville and fetched himself a wife. A handsome, young, white wife.
But he also brought along his pretty niece, all grown up, and I am convinced to
this day that he intended to make Rebekah and me a matched pair. Fate ... good
fate. He saved my life and eased my loneliness ... until this day... as death waited
ahead of me and lurked behind me in the bends of tree branches and twists of
vines, and the green hands of privates itching to fire off a musket rather than
paddle us to our destiny.
"Cap'n" roused me from my reverie, followed by a nudge in my back. A
hand pointed up to the sky where a buzzard swooped down past a placid log
house on the west side of the river. This was Leigh's Place.
I held back from ordering the canoes to the bank. Later others would claim I
hesitated out of fear, but that wasn't entirely true. I waited to take in the lay of
things, and so did the fort's interpreter, Jean LaLime, who rode in the back canoe.
He and I both looked at the east bank where the cattle gathered to watch us.
For one cut of a moment, I froze from fear. I was a peace-time military officer. In none of my years of service had I been prepared for such a day as this,
yet I knew I had some ability to make sound decisions and follow through. And
more than that, I could make good ones. But what froze me was realizing that
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by leaving the canoes, well, it meant risking the loss of the swiftest way back to
the fort.
I looked over the buildings on the west bank, not knowing what might be
hidden in them or in the brush beyond them. And over on the east bank, could a
savage be lurking behind a haystack? But an even more horrifying thought
chilled me.
What if Lieutenant Helm had led this party instead of me? Lieutenant
Helm, Linai Talifero Helm-with his shaky hands, his intemperate ways, that
trembling posture, his total lack of discernment in military matters-why all the
men would be without powder and shot from chance encounters with crafty
deer getting drinks, savage foxes being curious, and skittish geese ... and so I
calmed down, knowing we had survived to this point.
I turned to the men and said, "Don't ever stop looking around you ... keep your
eyes sharp! I can't say it enough. You-Neads, Holt, and Corbin-you are to remain with the canoes and stand watch, especially on the east side of the river."
As Sergeant Crozier's canoe neared mine, I went on, "You-Jean and McGowan-will accompany me." To the far canoe, I raised my voice a little:
"Cooper and Landon, you are to follow behind us with the blankets, in case ..."
I cleared my throat and continued, "We advance slowly, and don't spread out
too far. We are to search thoroughly before we move on or go into a building.
And no matter what we find, don't rush. Go slowly and safely... may God be with
us." My voice faded and I chided myself for saying that God business, knowing I
held no belief. I just wasn't a God-fearing man but-I was swiftly becoming an
Injun-fearing one. I waved us into the bank on the west side of the river.
A well-worn path, like a groove made by a carpenter's plane, led us to the
house set back on higher ground. A door situated in the center of the log house
was flanked on either side by two small, square windows cut into the logs and
covered with greasy paper.
My eyes swept to the left, and there I saw a dog seemingly standing guard,
for he made no move towards us. That was odd ... a dog, a good, self-respecting
dog, ought to be charging at us like all Hell breaking loose. I moved to it. Yet
now and again I kept my eyes on the men with the canoes to be sure they were
doing their duty.
Flattened by snows long since melted, the grass made a pall for the still
form lying next to the dog. The dog whined as I neared him, licking his
mouth-all bloody and his light hair stained red all about the muzzle. He cried
impatiently, sitting one moment, then pounding all four paws onto the ground
the next, until finally, he stood, bent down, and licked the form hidden some by
the yellow grasses.
I patted the dog as I knelt down to view the body. I knew little of this fella
except that he had come to Chicago only recently and was French-Canadian.
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I hadn't much experience with dead bodies-at least with one that died in
this manner. A round hole in his neck, licked clean by the dog, told of a musket
shot. The face was turned away from me. The dog nudged my hand urgently.
The man had been scalped. I never before had seen that either, though I've
been around many who have, even others who've done it. The skull, too, like
the neck, had been licked clean and showed through grayish. Though I had often heard those other descriptions, seeing it for the first time without any blood,
seemed strange. The dog cried again, looking at me, cocked his head to the side,
and dropped his eyes to the form. I petted him, then let him go. There was nothing I could do for his master.
Standing back, I saw the holes in the dead man's clothing which indicated
signs of the buzzard we had spotted earlier. Some flesh pulled through the tears
of the black, linen hunting frock-tears, I reminded myself once more, that had
been made by buzzards. I turned to spot them waiting atop the house. One
flapped its wings now and again, like a wicked woman slapping out her fan in a
whorehouse, impatiently waiting to make some money. The other strutted
around the chimney, hunched up, then stretched at me.
"Cooper, Landon-wrap 'im up," I instructed two of the soldiers while still
watching them buzzards. "Take him to the canoe."
"Um, Cap'n, what about the dog?" Cooper asked, kneeling down to it.
"I'm sure he'll insist on coming with us," I let out, looking at the dog. It
whined up at me. "No doubt it's full of fleas ..."
I pressed on towards the house. The buzzards flew up and over the roof
line, disappearing someplace behind.
We reached the log house from the path. Crozier, with the butt of his musket, smashed a tear in the oily paper covering one of the windows. McGowan
kicked open the door. We held back, waiting a moment for a reprisal. None
came, so we entered.
It took some time for our eyes to adjust to the near blackness of the interior.
Soon I made out an overturned table. Crozier slipped in a mess of food strewn
out of a kettle on the floor. The fire in the hearth had long since gone out,
though the coals were warm to my palm. Wood bowls and tin plates were scattered around the floor, while forks and knives had been jabbed into the walls
and bent at right angles. Shelves had been tom down, others dangled by a peg.
Herbs once hung from the ceiling lay strewn on the floor, smashed underfoot to
give off a mixed odor of sage and wood smoke.
As I came around the table, I saw the blood splattered down the side of the
tabletop. It led across the floor to the back door opposite the one we'd just come
in. I pulled the leather latch. It swung the door open. More light poured in.
Gray, hazy light. The trail of blood led out to where more buzzards feasted.
They would not leave. I drew my sword and swung it, trying to make them
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budge. Those ugly heads were not willing to part with half-tom pieces of flesh.
Not until my sword cut one of them bastards to chunks did the others relent.
A whoosh of beating wings blackened all before me. Then they lifted, like a
curtain pulled aside-well, what remained was the most horrible object I ever
beheld in my life.
Intently I stood by, trying to figure out just what I was looking at. Only
vaguely did it hint at humanness-in form, generally speaking. But a skinned
bear looks awfully human too, except for his skull.
I glanced at Jean LaLime who stood over to my left. A twist in my guts began to knot and well up in me. Jean said nothing, but his mouth hung open a
long time making swallowing sounds. His tongue seemed to swell as it pressed
down his heaving food.
Crozier, beyond him, let his musket drop to his side. He took a few steps
back, unable to look away-like this might be Medusa we were all looking at.
For comfort, he hugged his musket.
McGowan just gave a cocky grin, swung his musket over his shoulders, and
stooped down to get a better view.
"God damn it!" he cried, still grinning. "God damn it! Why-why his face
is clear sliced off-that do beat all, don't it?" He glanced back at me.
I closed my eyes, not wanting to believe what I was seeing. Suddenly the
knots exploded in me. I pressed back the deluge of my breakfast, to no good
fortune. I pivoted and puked.
Uselessly I tried to look back with some of the reserve expected of a commanding officer, only I couldn't. My guts let go more and more, over and over I
heaved. But I was not alone. Crozier did the same. Jean, he just kept swallowing, controlled-like. He stumbled over to me.
As his hand gripped my shoulder, he murmured low, "Shockin', Heald,
shockin' ... never seen nothin' like it-ever!"
My stinging, wet eyes rose to his as I wiped my mouth dry on the underside
of my jacket sleeve. Jean's eyes remained locked on that thing lying before us.
Through his soul-scared eyes, I could see the mangled form.
I detached myself from Jean, letting his hand fall heavy to his side. I went
to the body. My stomach continued to wrench, sometimes violently, but there
was nothing left to bring up.
I knelt down over what was once Liberty White, one of the men employed
by Russell and Leigh. Though the buzzards had gotten far in devouring some of
him, they could not have done this most brutal and thorough of mutilations. I
told myself that the Frenchman, now lying wrapped in a blanket by the river
bank and the canoes, did not look like this one. His death had been rather clean,
even merciful. But Liberty White wasn't a Frenchman. He was an American.
And that made the difference. Upon his body, a violence so wretched-telling
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of such hatred, meted out on one human being, an American one at that-told
me, without printing it on paper and pondering over it, that this was another one
of those signs not to be ignored or laughed off or even grinned at with the sick
curiosity that McGowan continued to demonstrate.
Liberty's body twisted to one side in the chest area, and it twisted yet again
at the waist in another direction. His face was, as McGowan put it, "sliced off."
His nose and lips in one piece. No doubt, it now dangled at the bare thigh of
some-some damned rascal of a savage! Liberty's throat, slashed ear to ear,
left a gaping, crimson grimace. The head had been crushed in places by a tomahawk or war club. And any place he might have had hair, like his beard, his
scalp ... other places-it was all taken. His body was misshapen from battering
blows of war clubs, and most all of his ribs had been shattered. But for his
clothes holding him in like a sack does grain, Liberty might be spread out all
over the ground.
Some parts of his body were cut off, his fingers separated, some
missing ... and later, as I walked back to the canoe, I saw a couple in the dried,
crushed grass.
Blood, now dried reddish brown, stiffened the remnants of his clothing. His
hunting frock was tom in shreds, his blouse ripped open to expose the skinless
chest. The butchery knew no limits. Scabbed-over wounds marked where each
knife blow went in. I counted seven at the time. His breeches' flap had been tom
open, the buttons gone, lost in the grass. In his hip, a crusted brown area told of
another knife wound. The trail of blood it left forked off in two directions, one
leading down to where his privates had been ...
"So mutilated ..." LaLime whispered in my ear.
Once more I snapped my eyes shut. When they opened, I saw McGowan's
gaze fixed on the open breeches. He leaned on his musket, looking down,
smirking. "I wonder if he was dead by the time they got around to this, huh?
What do you think?" His eyes rose to mine.
I didn't care to know the answer to that. I got to my feet, knees weak. Every
part of my body where his body had been mutilated ached and stung in strange
pains, little pains that all together annoyed me in a troublesome way. For some
queer reason, I kept seeing a watermelon before my eyes as Will Wells had
swung a war club over his head to demonstrate for me how the weapon worked.
He had said, "The melon-a man's head." He had swung the club, the melon
had exploded in juice splatters, seeds flying, and chunks of flesh and rind. He
had glanced up at me with a light in his eyes that troubles me even to this day
and said, "Dead man's head ..." He laughed at my squeamishness. I knew he had
used it on a man's head many a time-a white man's head, while he lived
among the savages ...
I walked away from the body for a few moments to try to catch a calming
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breath. How strange it is that when we do certain things in life, make specific or
even general decisions, they can have far-reaching consequences-the likes of
which none can ever imagine at the time.
Last fall we defeated them at the battle of Tippecanoe over in the Indiana
Territory, we, the Long Knives-the Mitchi Malsa, as the Miamis called us. We
Americans raised high our gills of whiskey, toasting our regular army, the Kentucky Militia, the Governor, even President Jefferson ... we drank to their victory
and to the savages' defeat...drinking, without thinking about it, to the dead
women and children of the village, to the dead old men, to the destruction of all
they had to feed themselves with, so come winter, they had to beg me, and other
commanders of forts, for sustenance. We drank, too, without considering it, that
we bought land from savages who didn't actually have any claim to it. When none
would sell, we took it anyway... but we defeated them. Didn't they know that?
No one hoped they'd dare counter, yet all along they were doing just that.
On the Mississippi, at the lead mines, reports came out that American traders
had been killed. They were often mutilated. While over the winter this happened to Americans, yet French traders, who worked for Americans, only suffered the loss of their goods and a strong warning to change loyalties. Word had
it that the savages causing the troubles were Puants, also known as Winnebagoes. They didn't take their defeat honorably and go home to be quiet about it.
We all knew war was coming. Some said Tippecanoe was the first battle.
The real war might come this very spring ... or perhaps in the fall...at some other
place ... but I saw a connection between the battle last fall and the mess of this
man strewn before us. It was a small reprisal, not long forgotten ...
I could no longer bear to look at the fleshless face, the bared teeth, rotting
brown with decay, the crushed skull, the eyes popped out and lying on the
cheeks .. .! had enough stuff to fill lifetimes of nightmares, so I put my handkerchief over it. I intended to take both men back to the garrison for the fort's surgeon's mate to practice on. He might as well learn now how to deal with the
ravages of the kind we might one day fight, though not here, perhaps. And our
young, green surgeon needed practice.
Cooper and Landon took their time coming to us with a blanket.
"Quick step!" I yelled to them.
They ran.
"Wrap this one up as well," I ordered.
Crozier, his face pale and gray, turned to me. "Cap'n, why can't we just
bury them here?''
"Because I said so. They go back with us, in the canoes."
Crozier looked as if he might faint on me. He slumped once more against
his musket, using it like another leg to hold himself up.
McGowan lifted the cloth from Liberty's face, letting Cooper and Landon
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have a look-see. Cooper immediately fell back choking.
I screamed, "You want to gawk at it all day, until we become like that too?"
Smugly McGowan rose and stepped back.
Frustrated I sighed and said, "McGowan and Landon, you carry the body to
the canoe."
McGowan and Landon slung their muskets over their shoulders. They
rolled Liberty in a wool blanket and then lifted it up by the ends to haul it away.
The bodies lay in the bottom of the canoes, Crozier's and Landon's. Mine
didn't have room since Cooper got spooked by what he saw and kept getting
sick all the way back, over the side of my canoe.
The forced silence of the journey to Leigh's Place now seemed voluntary
on the way back. Though the current was with us and the trip back swifter, it
still seemed like an endless ferry crossing to an afterlife we'd never get to. Quite
infrequently did the watchful eyes drift from the banks of the river to what lay
in the bottoms of the two canoes, all because those two bodies were among us,
the bodies no one wanted to talk about, no one wanted to look at.
And still the buzzards hovered overhead following us all the way to the fort.
They were not content to let this theft go by without some return. They were,
like savages, willing to bide their time.
N. Heald, Captain
Commanding

152

Hair Trigger 17

DON GENNARO DE GRAZIA

SKINHEAD DREAMS

And pain, it is true, transmuted, so to say, by
its own fiery heat into anger, loses every
appearance of depression and feebleness.
-from Plutarch's Lives

I
When I first started at Brand H electroplating, they put me on the copper
line. God only knows what they were thinking doing that. The job consisted of
filling giant perforated rollers with metal parts, elevating them in the air by
means of a sliding mechanical hoist, and then lowering them into a series of
eight bubbling vats for specific amounts of time. Ideally, the parts (usually grayish-black bolts or washers of some sort) would emerge from the last vat individually plated in a shiny new coat of glimmering copper. But when / ran the line,
even after a full week of apprenticeship under Juan, the parts invariably came
out desperately uneven-some glimmering in spots, some dull and blotched in
various shades of brown, and all too many still the same grayish-black they'd
started out as.
Juan, who'd run the plant's other copper line for seventeen years and who
still opened each dripping wet roller with the satisfaction of a deep-sea diver
unlocking a chest of gold, was aghast at my ineptitude. He tried, time and time
again, in his broken English, to point out the various ways I had erred, but it
was hopeless-there were simply too many steps involved in the process, and
hence, too many opportunities for my mind to wander.
I was demoted from the copper line to the rackers table, at which two rival
groups of middle-aged women (one group was Puerto Rican and the other Mexican) jammed unplated metal parts onto rubberized rack-trees all night long.
The process was such a simple one, and so boring, that I quickly fell back into
my intricate daydreams.
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The second shift at Brand H let out at two in the morning, and in that first
month I'd already been mugged twice going home. The first time was quick and
simple; I walked out the side door of the plant to the street, some guy stuck what
was presumably a gun against my kidney and demanded my wallet. I didn't have
a wallet, but I told him, in a weak whisper, that I had a few bucks in my jacket
pocket. He took the money, said if I turned around he'd kill me, and ran. I stood
there motionless till long after his footsteps died away, and then walked on towards the train, grateful that he hadn't searched my jeans pockets and taken my
tokens. The second time didn't go so smoothly. I'd just received my first pay
envelope-Brand H paid me in cash-and after stuffing it in my crotch, trotted
warily towards the train. As I reached the street viaduct that ran underneath the
Ashland El platform, I looked behind me to see if I'd been followed before
turning up the steps. The streets were empty, to my relief, but when I looked
forward again, I was greeted by a black man swinging what I think was the
edge of a brick into my mouth. A few seconds later, when I awoke stretched out
on my back on the sidewalk, salty blood was pouring from my swollen,
smashed lips and I could feel tiny chips of what I thought were pieces of the
brick sticking to my gums. A man was crouched over me, rifling through my
pockets, and I immediately remembered the envelope. I tried to leap up at the
man and felt something hit the back of my head. This blow didn't knock me out
though, so I continued trying to get up. I heard several voices swearing at me as
I was kicked from all sides. I swore back at them at the top of my lungs and
managed to get up to a sitting position, but the kicks and blows seemed to come
from everywhere, and again I lost consciousness.
When I awoke the second time, both front pockets had been tom off my
jeans and the envelope was gone. I realized then that the tiny chips in my mouth
were pieces of my lower front teeth, which had been broken by the brick. Calling
the cops or an ambulance seemed out of the question-I would still be seventeen
years old for a few more weeks, and I felt such action would only jeopardize my
work situation. My main immediate concern was the envelope of money, without which I'd lose my room at the Y. I staggered back to the plant and, it being
pay night, the general manager was still up in his office working. Seeing me all
tom and bloody like that was certainly what persuaded him to do the
unthinkable-after making me swear that I wouldn't tell anybody, he gave me a
two weeks' cash advance.
Ironically it was probably that pay advance that saved my job at the plant.
The fact that I still owed the company money no doubt made them reluctant to
fire me. Things were not working out at the rackers table, and the Puerto Rican
ladies, who I'd been teamed with, wanted me off their crew, saying I was bringing their quota percentage down. The Mexicans, of course, didn't want me either,
and I didn't blame them-I was a very slow racker, lost in elaborate fantasies , the
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gist of which revolved around me somehow befriending a local gang warlordpulling him out of the path of an oncoming car or some crazy shit-and, as a
result of this great deed, being granted general amnesty in the streets. Eventually the local hoodlums-who were not really such bad guys once you got to
know them, but merely victims of circumstance, like me-would come to
deeply respect me despite our many differences. The very same guy who had
smashed my mouth with the brick, feeling a special bond between us, would introduce me to his sister, a stunning, dark-skinned beauty...
The final demotion they could give me at the plant was to degreaser. The
job description strongly resembled that of a fast food fry cook, only everything
was bigger, and hotter, and more horrible. After donning thick, heat-retardant
gloves that extended to my triceps, as well as a rubber apron and safety glasses,
I would scoop parts, still thick with the greasy, rust-resisting black gunk they 'd
been shipped in, into wire baskets the size of orange-crates. After lifting these
baskets I'd struggle to ascend a three-step platform built in front of the degreaser, which was basically a very tall iron tub divided into two sections. I'd
lean over the lip of the tub and, by means of two short-handled hooks, lower
each basket into the first section, which contained a fierce, boiling chemical
concoction that emitted a white-hot steam. I'd jostle the hooks until I was sure
the gunk had all melted off, looking away as often as I could- the heat was unbearable; still the solution often splashed on my face, leaving red welts that
lasted for days. After dunking the parts into the second section, which contained
a fresh-water rinse, it was onto the next basket, and so on through the night.
From a management perspective I was born to degrease. The sheer hell and
ever-present danger of the situation was such that all daydreaming was completely out of the question.
For whatever reason, I was never mugged again, but one night, after a particularly bitter bout with the degreaser, in which I'd lost a glove and in the
process been steam-burnt on the forearm, I found myself embroiled in a confrontation on the train ride home.
I boarded the car that the conductor was in, which had become my custom,
as it seemed safer. I picked up a discarded Tribune sports section from the car
floor and began to read, when, at the next stop, three black guys-two in their
late teens and one maybe thirteen at most-got on the train and greeted the conductor, a young black woman, with hand signs and hoots. It became apparent
that they knew each other pretty well, as they spoke of mutual friends and
laughed, and, it seemed, flirted back and forth. The two older guys, one tall and
one short, and both in black LA Raiders caps and jogging suits, stood behind
me, next to the woman who stood at her open window and announced the stops
into a microphone. The younger one, who wore his hair combed back in long,
greasy waves covered with a translucent blue shower cap, sat directly in front of
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me, sideways across two seats that faced the aisle, with his knees pulled up to
his chest. Shortly after he sat down, he pushed his legs straight and rested his
leather gym shoes on my knees. I heard the two behind me guffaw, and turned
to look at the conductor.
She just kept talking about whatever it was she was talking about, all the
while looking at us vaguely, like a mother absent-mindedly watching her child
engage in an inconsequential playground argument. I felt the kid rocking his
feet back and forth on my knees, turned back around, and pushed them off. He
put them back on my knees, and I pushed them off again, this time a little more
violently. I heard the word mothafucka behind me, and then more snickering. I
tried to concentrate on the paper, but just as I realized I was holding it upside
down, the kid snatched it out of my hands. His eyes looked painfully bloodshot.
I looked back at the conductor again, but she avoided my gaze. The two guys
were laughing, and I, for some reason, smiled sheepishly. The sight of my grin
turned their own expressions grim and stony. I turned back around and heard
them burst into laughter again and resume their casual conversation with the
conductor. As we neared the next stop, I snatched the paper back from the kid.
"Awwwwshit," I heard one of them behind me say, and I felt the back of my
neck prickle, anticipating a blow. I sat glaring at the kid, but he barely existed as
far as I was concerned-I was afraid of the two guys behind me and burning
with hatred for that conductor.
It was at that stop that five teenaged guys with shaved heads boarded the
train. Four were white and one was black, and they were all loud and passing
back and forth quarts of beer in brown paper bags. They wore black nylon
bomber jackets and blue jeans cropped tight above the ankle, exposing high
leather workboots the color of dried blood. The black skinhead and one of the
whites-the largest guy in the group, who carried a black guitar bag by the
neck-slumped down into seats across the aisle from us, while the others stood
by the doors laughing and jostling each other. The train stood still and the doors
stayed open for what seemed like a long time.
"C'mon get this piece o'shit movin' !" shouted the big guy with the guitar. He
had a slurred but definitely British accent. The rest of them sounded American.
I glanced back at the conductor who, rather than speaking directly to them,
leaned up to the microphone and said:
"There is absolutely NO DRINKING OF ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES ABOARD
THIS TRAIN!"

She said it with such indignation, like the fucking bitch I felt she was, that,
without thinking really, I cried out incredulously:
"What the fuck do you care?"
She eyed me angrily and said, rolling her head in a circle with each syllable:
"You can get off the train too if you want."
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I felt the urge to slap her across the face.
"I can't hear you," I said. "You aren' t speaking into the microphone."
The skinheads roared at this, and the taller of the two black hoods that
stood behind the conductor took a step towards me. He didn 't say anything, but
flared the nostrils of his wide, flat nose, pointed a long, black finger at me, and
nodded with menace. If his intent was to scare me, it worked. But a heated
wave had washed over me, and once again I spoke without thinking.
"Stick that goddamn finger up your ass."
They roared again, and as the black hood took another step towards me, one of
the skinheads reached between us and said, looking him straight in the eye with
feigned awe, "Excuse me sir... are you in a gang?"
The skinhead and the black guy stared directly into each other's eyes as
they slowly straightened up to their full height. Both looked around six-one, but
the black guy was huskier, and angrier, whereas the skinhead, with a crooked
grin spread across his handsome, angular face, looked maniacally amused.
"I'm gonna call the po-lice you don't get off this mofuckin' train now!" the
conductor shouted. The head roll she'd been using for emphasis was no longer
in effect. I glanced over at the kid who'd been fucking with me and saw that his
overall look had changed to blank attentiveness. The shorter black guy, who still
stood by the conductor, had the same look and fondled the silver handle on the
door which led to the next car.
The skinhead took a step back from the black guy and unzipped his bomber
jacket, letting it fall off his shoulders. Without breaking the stare, he tied the
sleeves of the jacket around his waist and jammed his fists in the pockets of his
jeans. Each part of the process seemed like a naked dare for the black guy to
make a move on him. He wore thin, red suspenders, and a sleeveless, white Tshirt, displaying well-defined tattoo-covered arms.
"'at's it, Timmy!" the British guy roared, getting up from his seat with his
guitar and standing beside him. "We'll kick all yer black asses." The two other
white skinheads crowded in close behind them and sneered.
For the first time the black guy broke from Tim's gaze and rested his eyes
on the black skinhead who still remained seated.
"You gonna play me like this, brother?"
At this the black skinhead dropped his chin and stared between his legs at
the train floor for several seconds. Then before looking up, he spoke.
"Now everybody just hold on here, goddammit..." His voice was deep and
scratchy. He stood up, stepped between the two, and, a full head shorter, faced
the skinhead, Tim. The black hood stepped back a bit to let him through, and
Tim pulled his fists out of his pockets. " ... this is all wrong, Tim, all wrong ... you
see?" As the black skinhead spoke, he grasped Tim's fists and worked to uncurl
them until the white skinhead's fingers were interlaced with his own. The black
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skinhead stared deeply into his eyes for a few seconds before Tim hung his head
in what looked like defeat. From where I was sitting though I could see the curl
of a smile on his lips.
"Now you see, brother..." the black skinhead said as he started to turn
around, then, in one fluid motion, dipped down quickly as if scooping something from the floor, sprung straight up, and drove his fist into the black hood's
chin. The sound of his open jaw snapping shut resounded like a rifle crack, and
he literally flew off his feet and landed flat on his back.
The black skinhead uncurled his own fist and stared, open-mouthed and
bug-eyed, as if amazed to discover the roll of quarters that rested in his palm.
"Haw!" he cried, pointing at Tim. "I've never seen this before in my life.
This ugly-ass white skinhead planted it on me. I swear to mothafuckin' God-"
He whirled around and faced the other black guy, who still gripped the silver
handle leading to the next car. Leaning back against Tim, the black skinhead
cried, "You want some of this, motherfucker? C'mon." Tim laughed and
grabbed him in a playful headlock, pulling him backwards, and slapping him on
his bare, black scalp.
"Naw," he protested, "you ain't pinnin' this on me!" And with that he tossed
the roll of quarters in my lap.
"He did it!" he cried. Surprised, I caught the roll with both hands and
slipped it into my jacket pocket. As the conductor frantically radioed for the police, the skinheads poured off the train. Tim was the last one off and before he
left he turned to me and said:
"You better come on, man." And I did.
Out in the street one of the white skinheads who'd stood and silently
sneered behind Tim now spoke with rapid-fire excitement. He was the shortest
of the bunch, with olive skin and a long, straight nose. I later learned that his
name was Jason.
"Ah shit, guy," he was saying to Tim, "this is just like in The Warriors,
dude. We're in enemy territory. The streets are hostile. We gotta get back to
home base. Some of us'll make it, and some of us won't."
The rest of them laughed and told him to shut the fuck up.
"Did you see that black bastard fly?" the British guy crowed to the group,
and then, holding the guitar bag aloft with both hands, howled up at the El
tracks that hung over our heads:
"Skiiiiinhead !"
Everyone echoed his cry and laughed. There seemed to be something consciously parodic about everything they did and said.
"We gotta get outta here," Tim said, throwing an arm around my shoulder.
"Homey here's concealing a deadly weapon."
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"Aw fuck that," the black one said, holding up his fist. "This here's the
deadly weapon."
"We gotta go," Tim said again, and then, after a few seconds, added,
"Where we gonna go though?"
Everyone talked at once: "Better not take the bus," "Shit the cops'll be here
any second," "We can't go back to the party, it'll be crawlin' with swazis,"
"Thay gonna deport me ass," and so on until we heard the sirens way off in the
distance.
"C'mon," I said, and started running towards the plant. I yelled that we
could stay in the break room until this blew over.
There were just two old Mexican guys working the third shift, and when I
told one of them we were going to wait in there for a ride home, he shrugged, as
if to say he could give a shit.
The skinheads talked and drank there all night long. They were both impressed and sarcastic about the fact that I worked in such a place, as if the lowliness of my job made me a loser, but a loser was something admirable to be.
"You're just a regular Joe," Tim kept saying, his arm around my neck constantly. "A regular Joe."
I gathered from much of what they talked about that there were two main
groups of skinheads in the city of Chicago-a multiracial group that included
themselves, and the Nazi-skins, who they fought with constantly. I sat there in
the break room and imagined the life of an anti-Nazi skinhead to be several
dozen times more romantic than that of a World War I ambulance driver or a
freedom fighter in the Spanish civil war.
In the morning, just before the first shift crew came in, we left out the sidedoor. As we parted ways on the El, Tim handed me a flier for a club that he and
the long-nosed guy worked at as bouncers. It read, in part:

Fuck Art, Let's Dance!
at
The Gorgon
(The Latest in Industrial Sounds)
"Stop by sometime," Tim said, as he and the rest of them stepped off the
train at the Belmont platform. And then, before the closing doors shut out the
sound of his voice, he turned to me, brought his fingers to his breast, and recited-still in that half-parodic tone-what were obviously the lyrics of some
rap song:
"Lotta beer, Lotta girls, and a lot of cursin '1.22 automatic on my person!"
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That night I returned to my work at the degreaser as usual, and for the first
time, despite the steam and heat and boiling hot splashes, found myself daydreaming again. The roll of quarters hung heavy in my front pants pocket, and
over and over again I imagined myself swinging at some anonymous jaw-the
tautness in my fist exploding on impact in a shower of silver.
II
I kept the flier for the club that Tim had given me taped up to my bureau
mirror at the Y, and the roll of quarters sat beneath it, upright, as a sort of monument to the night we met on the El. There was a strong desire to cash in on
Tim's invitation to come see him at the club, but much as I desired all the manly
camaraderie and contact with girls it seemed to promise, I was, at the very root
of it all, as frightened of the whole thing as I was excited. As dismal as it all
was, my current situation provided a certain structure to my life, and I was
afraid to do anything that might interrupt that rhythm of security.
That rhythm was broken abruptly one night when I got canned.
We were very far behind on an order of bolts, and my job duties suddenly
doubled. Located at the end of the copper lines were what looked like a pair of
heavy, leaden garbage pails. These machines operated much in the way an upright clothes dryer would, only they were built for the purpose of drying newly
plated industrial parts just pulled from their final rinses. That night Juan had his
hands full-operating both of the plant's parallel copper lines simultaneously,
pulley-hoisting and -lowering both barrels into their respective vats with the
masterful dexterity of a champion yachtsman handling his riggings, checking
gauges, etc. And as behind as we were, as soon as he reached the end of the
lines, he had to start all over again with another pair.
I was left to dry. I still had to degrease as well, mind you-quickly enough to
keep Juan busy with parts to plate-and being that degreasing and drying were
the first and the final steps in the plating process, the two stations were located at
opposite ends of the building. My night consisted of a seemingly endless sprint
between the jobs, at a pace that quickened with every interval. I had just emptied
and reloaded the dryers for about the eleventh time that night and was halfway
back to the degreaser, when I heard a clanking cacophony behind me.
In my haste I had overloaded one of the dryers and forgot to latch its heavy
lid. As the revolving cylinder started to pick up momentum, the lid flew up and
the machine began hurling out parts like a skeet machine gone berserk. Juan
caught a hot bolt square in the forehead, and, in my attempts to remedy the situation, the lid came down upon my index finger and smashed it. After finally
shutting the thing off, I got what I needed in the way of bandages from the first-
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aid kit on the lunchroom wall, but poor Juan had to go get stitches.
Before the shift was even half over, the plant manager called me into his office
and told me brusquely that production was down and they were "cutting back." I
solemnly went and hung up my rubber apron on a hook in the locker room, put my
gloves and safety glasses back on the shelf, and left Brand H forever.
Now what? The voices in my head of sensible thrift and lofty ambition,
cowed by this unforeseen failure, could only watch silently in horror as I
cracked open the roll of quarters on the bureau's edge, bought a pack of cigarettes at the Mexican restaurant around the comer, and headed for The Gorgon
to see Tim.
If I ventured much more than a stone's throw from the El back then, it sent
the needle on my internal compass spinning wildly, so I ended up taking some
long, meandering route to the club (though its Sheffield address was actually
not that far from the Y). I suspected that I was getting close, however, when I
came upon the Dunkin' Donuts at Clark and Belmont.
It was warm and humid for an early spring night, and the parking lot was
packed solidly with kids of every imaginable race-all in some sort of distinct
costume. As I reached the comer, I leaned back against a newspaper box and
took it all in. Punks with colorful, bristling mohawk hair and metalhead types in
black leather bikers' jackets. Girls with strangely applied eye makeup that gave
them the appearance of exotic birds. Morbid-looking characters dressed all in
black with amazingly sallow skin that stood out like moonlight in the night. All
laughing and swearing and milling about amidst the sputtering of a few scooters
and mopeds that slowly threaded their way through the sea of black vinyl and
olive drab, fishnet, and bleach-spattered denim.
One girl in particular took my attention. She was small and dark and beautiful-in a monstrous, slutty kind of way. High-laced black leather army boots
and a very plain, short, yellow sundress that left her entire back bare, exposing a
grand tattoo of what looked to be some epic Japanese battle. Red and black
swordsmen and geisha-types in robes. Scaly green dragons that slithered
through pale pink flowers ...
I suddenly became conscious of my own, hopelessly styleless appearance.
Jeans and a gray, short-sleeved work-shirt that I'd taken from Brand H.
Longish, dirty-blond hair I wore combed back and kept trimmed myself at one,
unimaginative length.
I figured I'd better light a cigarette.
Not long after I did, a huge kid emerged from the crowd, tall and fat and
hunched over at the shoulders. He was bald and booted in the mode of the skinheads I'd met, and as he approached me, I made hopeful eye contact with him,
thinking momentarily that perhaps he had been there on the El that night.
"Could I get one of those off ya?" he said, pointing to my cigarette.
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I nodded vigorously and extended to him my open pack of Marlboros. He
grabbed the pack, dropping it to the sidewalk, and ground it into the cement
with the heel of his black leather boot. As I looked up at him in shock, he turned
and made his way back into the crowd. Sewn across the back of his black
bomber jacket were the words (which meant nothing to me at the time):

S.I.U. STRAIGHT EDGE
You cannot imagine how this crushed me.

I sulked away down Belmont and turned right on Sheffield anyway. I'd
come this far, I might as well see this thing through, I figured. The closer I got
to the address of The Gorgon, though, the more inclined I wa to tum around
and head back to my room at the Y. Groups of characters similar to the ones I'd
seen in front of the Dunkin' Donuts were meandering about everywhere and
congregating in small alleyways-arguing and laughing raucously and playing
loud music on boom box radios. As I passed the parking lot of a shuttered glassfactory, I saw a black guy-shaved bald except for a short strip of bleachedblond mohawk-smashing his head repeatedly against the "No Trespassing"
sign bolted to the chain-link gate. Nobody paid him much attention except for a
couple of very young punk girls who were laughing in encouragement and taking pictures with a small Instamatic.
The groups of weirdos thickened, and I realized that I was standing in front
of The Gorgon. It was a square brick building-maybe five stories tall-with
blacked-out windows and one small entrance in the middle. Several skinheads
stood in the doorway checking IDs with hard-assed indifference, while a jumble
of people-five or six abreast in some spots-stood against the wall in a line
that extended fifteen yards or so to the next sidestreet, then wound around the
comer out of sight.
I looked quickly at the bouncers and, seeing that none of them were Tim,
followed the line around the comer where it extended east for at least another
thirty yards or so. It seemed as if every person I passed was taring me down,
and when I reached the end of the line, I couldn't bring myself to stop. I just kept
walking slowly without looking back until I found myself alone again, standing
beneath the north-south El tracks. I leaned up against a steel girder, slid down on
my haunches, and watched the line from that safe distance through a web of my
own fingers , which seemed to put everything even further away.
With bitter scorn I silently laughed at the vague fantasies of good times and
friendship I'd envisioned myself finding amidst this freak show.
"You certainly lack balls," I concluded, and then, as if to show myself in
some small way that that wasn't entirely true, pulled the second pack of Marlboros from my breast pocket and lit one up.
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Almost as soon as I did though, I heard the sound of a car engine humming
close behind me. I twisted my neck around and saw a beat-up old Pinto with its
lights off creeping up to where I sat. Even in the dark I could tell the damned
thing was filled with skinheads.
"Jesus fucking Christ!" I said aloud, stamping out the cigarette, and quickly
slid back up the girder to my feet. What the hell was this? Some kind of goddamned antismoker skinhead vigilante squad?
As I fumbled to stuff the Marlboros back in my pocket and considered
whether or not to run, the Pinto pulled up alongside me and stopped.
"Hey, brother, how's it going there?" the driver said, smiling with familiarity. The skinhead who spoke wasn't any of those I had met, so I was wary, but I
took a step towards the car anyway and peered in.
"How's it going there, brother?" the driver said again, shutting the car off
and nodding with a wired sort of energy. He was square-headed and stocky, and
not quite bald; his hair was about the length of felt and he sported a pair of
enormous mutton-chop sideburns. There were several guys crammed in the
dark back seat, and a big guy with a sullen expression sat next to him, with a
skinny, bleached-blond girl in his lap.
He asked me how it was going again and I shrugged and told him, "All right."
"Excellent," he said, approvingly, as he opened the door and got out with a
quick, wary glance at the Gorgon line. Then turning his back to that sight he
looked at me, still smiling, and stuck out his hand, which I shook with some
hesitation. It was a warm handshake, though, not at all the bone-crusher I'd
somehow expected.
"What's going on tonight?" he asked, as if we'd all made previous plans to
meet here or something. I smiled and shook my head. I could feel myself loosening up a bit.
"I don't know, man," I said.
"Yeah," he laughed. "I'm Frank Pritzger by the way."
We shook hands again.
"I'm Alex Verdi."
"OK, great, Alex. Let's see. Ver-di." He chewed each syllable and rolled it
around in his mouth, unable to identify the taste. "Verdi. What is that?"
"Italian."
"No kidding," he smiled, peering closer in the dark. "Northern Italian?"
"I'm half Irish."
"Ho-ho," he laughed. "Who's got the worse temper-you r ma or your dad?"
I laughed and shrugged, thinking of them.
"Well, they were both half Irish, halfltalian ..."
"What? Ha ha, that's great. What do ya do, Alex-you have a job?"
I told him I was an electroplater.
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"Union?"
"Nah."
"Nah," he said. "Payin' you shit, huh?"
I nodded.
"Well, but you 're lucky though. Mexicans got most of those jobs."
I nodded, remembering with a strange pang that I'd probably never see Juan
again.
"I mean, say you're the boss. Who are you gonna hire? The American, who
you have to pay minimum wage, or a Mexican who' ll work for a quarter a day?"
Pritzger continued, with an energetic tone of compassion, "Yeah, a quarter a day.
What's some illegal gonna do-call the Better Business Bureau? Nah, he'll take
his quarter home every night, put it in a jar, and dream about going back to
sunny Mexico where he can roast goats every night and live like a king. He's
happy, the company's happy, and the white American man is out on his ass."
He stood there before me, stocky and resolute, his feet planted shoulderwidth apart, waiting for my response. I nodded.
"Yeah," I said, "I never thought about it before but...there shouldn't be a
minimum wage."
He looked at me curiously for a second, then grinned and chuckled:
"No, Alex ... listen to me-the white man's problem is not the minimum
wage, for god's sake, OK?"
I nodded, a little confused, but the shape of a vague realization was forming
in my mind.
The passenger door of the Pinto swung open and the guy got out, leaving
the blond girl sitting in the car. He was huge. Much bigger and more muscular
than even the skinhead that had squashed my cigarettes. And shirtless, displaying a giant, black iron-cross tattoo that covered his entire chest.
"Frank," he said, in a rumbling voice. He nodded towards The Gorgon.
Frank and I looked and saw a group of three or four skinheads standing separate from the line of freaks. They stood in the middle of the sidestreet, pointing
at us and motioning back to some other skins leaning against the building.
"Ah, forget them," Frank said good-naturedly. "Alex, man, you want to
party tonight, my brother? Have some beers?"
I hesitated and he quickly went on talking.
"Here," he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a folded-up piece
of paper. I took it without really breaking my gaze at the growing group of skinheads by The Gorgon. It suddenly became clear what the situation was here. I
felt my guts contort and my brow moisten as I began unfolding the paper.
"Are you aware, Alex, that it says right in the Jewish Talmud that God
smiles upon those that cheat a gentile in a business transaction? That's you
they're talking about, Alex. That's me. That's you and me and all our white

164 Hair Trigger 17

brothers, and this is our country."
"Let's go!" the girl inside the Pinto implored.
"Nah ... fuck that," the big guy said, suddenly reaching in the back seat of
the car. He produced a polished wooden walking cane.
"Fuckin' swazis!" I heard someone shout from the Gorgon group. There
were about ten of them now, and they were walking steadily in our direction.
All the freaks in line had turned to watch.
"Yeah?" the big guy said and trotted a couple quick steps towards them.
The group abruptly stopped and drew back en masse. There was rustling and
motion in the back seat, and the door began to open when the big skin turned
quickly. "No!" he said and made a threatening motion towards the car with his
cane. Then turning back towards the group he laughed derisively: "You gotta be
fuckin' kiddin' me!" and added, with an exaggerated lisp, "Ohhhh, look at the
little Bomber Boys, don't they look cute in their little skinhead outfits? Don't
you just wanna take 'em all home and fuck' em in the ass?"
Frank looked at me and jutted his jaw with knowing confidence towards the
big guy. I should add again that this guy was big.
A couple of skinheads in the group began to take tentative steps towards us
again, until the distance shrank to less than ten feet. I felt a quiver in my knees
and took a step away from Frank without thinking. The faces of those coming
towards us were indeed boys' faces-simil ar to my own-where as this giant
with the cane was clearly in his mid-twenties, clearly a man.
This little drama unfolding before me was compelling, of course, but more
compelling, I must say, was how, exactly, / fit into the whole equation. Frank,
the giant, and all those in the Pinto (it now was clear) were the Nazi-skins -the
bad guys I had heroically battled against night after night during my Brand H
reveries. But Frank's interest in me seemed genuine. This had just been, quite
frankly, the first even half-friendly conversation I'd had with another human being in what seemed a very long time, and ... what was I supposed to do? -suddenly run over to the others and announce my immediate allegiance? As I
watched them flinch at every stroke the giant Nazi made through the air with
his cane, it didn't seem like the wisest of decisions.
A brief flash of Tim in my mind, a realization that I'd certainly had my ass
kicked before, and-with a strange, but very definite sense of guilt-I decided
to do it anyway.
I hadn't gone three steps though, when I saw one of them raise his hand in
my direction. Something the consistency of jism arced through the air and I was
blind with burning eyes and nostrils. I grabbed my face and fell to my knees,
heard pounding footsteps, felt a kick to the temple, and red and deep-green colors filled my head. I fell to my side. There were shouts, car doors slamming,
unidentifiable thuds, a kick in my ribs, another. More thuds, more shouts, more
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car doors slamming, the engine, tires squealing, and I suddenly felt someone
grab a fistful of my long hair and pull my head back. The person wrapped his
other arm around my neck and I was pulled blind and staggering to my feet.
"We got us a little swazi boy-yee!" I heard someone shout.
"No!" I shouted back, "FUCK!" I managed to twist around in the grip and
bearhugged whoever it was that had me by the hair. He tripped me behind the
ankles and I fell backwards on the pavement-w ith him on top of me-but I
didn't let go.
"Get off me!" the guy shouted. I could smell lunchmeat on his breath. "Get
the fuck off me!" His request seemed absurd-he was on top of me, wasn't he?
He was indeed, but between the sweat and the mace, I couldn't quite open my
eyes yet to verify.
As we struggled someone else suggested that they curb me. The others
seemed to like the idea. I didn't know what curbing was, but it didn't sound like
a good thing.
I still had my arms locked around the guy's torso, and they tried to peel my
fingers off, but I was stubborn. Finally they broke my grip, and though my vision
was only blurrily coming back, I could see that they were dragging me towards
the curb. I fought, of course, but they got me to the sidewalk anyway and began
pushing my head down towards the white concrete lip that rose above the gutter.
"Make him bite it! Get his mouth open and jump on his fuckin' head!"
And then, though it seemed idiotic at the time, I said it:
"Get Tim!"
Everything stopped. They wanted to know what I meant by that. During
this momentary reprieve, I gasped to get enough breath to say it again.
"I'm here to see Tim!"
"Tim who?" someone wanted to know.
"Tim," I said again.
"Timmy Penn?"
I nodded, hoping to hell it was the right answer.
"Yeah, right," someone finally said, but they let go of me.
I stayed there, heaving for breath on my hands and knees as they continued
to ask me questions. Dull aches all over my body began to sharpen into distinct
and separate pains. My temple throbbed, my ribs, my tailbone where I'd fallen.
My cheeks and eyelids still burnt with the residue of the mace.
"How do you know Timmy?"
"We're old friends," I said, looking up at them all for the first time. There
was a circle of panting skinheads tight around me and a large crowd looking on
behind them.
"Tim's not on the white-power trip no more, fucker," someone said and
pushed me over on my side with their boot.
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"I'm not white power!"
"Whaddya doing hanging out with the swazis then?" an angry young
Latino skinhead asked me. He was holding the flyer Frank had given me.
"I wasn't hanging out with them, they just-"
"We'll find out," the Latino kid said and reached down to grab me by the
shirt-sleeve. I yanked back and got up to my feet.
"You wanna go again right now?" he asked, slapping his chest violently
with both hands. "I'll kick your dirty ass all the way back to the South Side,
motha-"
"Fuckin' back off, Mario," I heard a sarcastic voice say behind me, "all of a
sudden you're a tough guy now? Where the fuck were you ten minutes ago?"
A splash of sheepish hurt doused his face, and for a moment, he looked
about five years old.
"Oh fuck you, Jamesey..." he said.
"Fuck me? Bitch, I'll-" and as they began to argue, a couple of skinheads
about my size---one white and one Asian-told me to come on and led me back
around the comer, past the line and the bouncers at the door, and into The Gorgon. It felt like we were all a bunch of kids playing Army.
The doorway led directly to a very wide and steep, dark stairway. The
heavy bass beat of dance music seemed literally to vibrate the walls, and lightning flashes of white and red strobe sporadically exploded from above. As I
made my way up, still flanked by the two skinheads, I tried to adopt something
of a cool demeanor, seeing that I would soon face Tim. But the thought occurred to me: What if he didn't even remember me? Or what if he got pissed
that I'd been telling people we were friends after I'd just been seen hanging out
with Nazis? There wasn't much time to contemplate though, for as soon as we
got to the top of the stairs, there he was.
He had some pale kid backed up against a podium. The kid had swoopy
black bangs with shaved sides, and behind the podium sat an old lady in a cardigan sweater who seemed oblivious to her surroundings. The kid was shaking as
he looked up at Tim, who stood there with his arms crossed, looking more
bored than anything. Me and my two escorts stood back a bit to watch.
"Were you making fun of her?" Tim asked the kid and pointed to a chubby girl
in some sort of black smock who stood a couple yards away looking deeply hurt.
"LI don't want any trouble with you, Tim."
"Well ..." Tim said and seemed disgusted that he had to waste his time with this.
"I'm cool," the kid assured him.
"Well ...just stay away from her."
The kid nodded hopefully.
"All right?"
"Yeah."
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"OK. .." and as the kid scurried away past the girl towards an inner dance
floor, Tim called her over.
"What'd he do?"
She began with rapid-fire indignation: "He was laughing at me and I went
over to him and got in his face and he told me to ... he said to stick it up my ass!"
Tim dropped his head and laughed with exasperation.
"Ah c'mon, Marcy," he grinned, "you act like you never stuck nothin' up
your ass before."
"Fuck you, Timmy," she said, swatting him lightly across the shoulder with
an open palm, and he laughed as she too disappeared back into the flashing
dance room.
"Tim," I heard myself saying, and he turned around. He stared at me
blankly for a second and then screwed his face up with what seemed to me at
the time to be confused annoyance.
"Hey," I said and nodded upwards as if to try and jostle his memory. I was
steadily filling with a numb sort of dread.
"You know this kid, Timmy?" the white skinhead behind me said, stepping
forward into the strobe light. His right eye and cheek were swollen and bleeding. Tim came closer and peered at me with that same aggravated look.
"We saw him with Frank Pritzger and those guys from C.A.S.H. , and he just
told us that you and him were-" the guy began, and a small tick of realization
seemed to put a dent in Tim's mean mask. Suddenly he was smiling with
amusement.
"Degreaser!" he shouted and laughingly embraced me. He smelled like a
new shirt.
I heard the Asian kid behind me asking Tim again if he knew me.
" Yeah , yeah, we're old buddies," Tim said, pulling back and looking at me,
nodding. He kept both hands on my shoulders. "How ya doin', Degreasey?"
I shrugged and opened my mouth to say something cool and ironic, something tough, but with all the events of the night still swelling up unresolved inside me, it occurred to me suddenly that I was safe, and that I'd found my
friend, and that he was indeed my friend-afte r all, he'd just said it, hadn't he?
I couldn't help it, I burst into tears.
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GELINGYAN

THE STORY OF A SOLDIER AND
A BLIND WOMAN

Prologue
This story is set in Chinese-occupied Tibet in the early 1970s, during the
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. The story is told from the viewpoint of
an otherwise unidentified teenage girl who is a member of a performing arts
troupe of the Chinese People 's Liberation Army. In this story, tensions between
Tibetans and Chinese run so high that they produce tragic consequences for
two people living on the margins of society.

Just as we started up the mountain, the sky was clear. After three or four
bends in the road, the fog was as thick as sour milk. When we reached the
mountaintop, the sky was white. Our driver, who had been rattling along the
roads of the Sichuan-Tibet frontier for many years, stopped the truck. Even he
turned his head to look, saying, "How is it that the sky is so white?"
All of us girl soldiers ran out of the truck with our knees pressed together.
There had been no latrine the whole route, and we had complained that we were
about to burst. We ran about one kilometer away. Four or five of us took off our
leather overcoats, formed a circle with our backs to each other and held our
coats in front of ourselves with both hands. Everyone took turns using the
empty space in the middle of the circle. Compared to our uniforms, the long
robes the Tibetan women wear have certain advantages. Squat down, then stand
up; everything is taken care of quite nicely.
We ran back to find the boy soldiers waiting impatiently. "What did you
think you'd find running all the way out there," they yelled, "a flush toilet?"
As the truck started its ascent again, a woman appeared at the bend in the
road. "Get a ride?" she asked. Many Tibetans do not speak Chinese, but they all
know this phrase. She did not look at us directly but stood there turning her
body slightly to the left and right. Her manner seemed a charming combination
of girlish pride and lassitude. The whole truck called out, "Stop!" At last someone
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got up the courage to give voice our thoughts: "That Tibetan girl is really pretty!"
Along the route, we had seen women pounding barley and churning yak
butter. When they felt hot, they would roll their robes down to their waists. Two
shapeless things on their chests would shake about busily, as if wanting to help
out. After seeing this repeatedly, we began to forget they were women.
But this girl was different. She was wearing a long, one-piece robe of inky
green. Had it not been so dirty, it would probably have been emerald. Her
shoulders, neck, and chin were delicate and slender. The moment someone approached her, he stuck her chin forward and stretched out both hands in front
of herself. Someone broke the silence again. "She's blind! "
We helped her into the truck and put her in the comer along with her
square, wooden bucket of red apples. She rotated her head as if looking around
inside and outside. All of us seemed to become her scenery. She appeared to be
about twenty-six or twenty-seven, so we knew she must be around sixteen or
seventeen. By then we knew that Tibetan women generally looked about ten
years older than their actual ages.
When we arrived at the Yajiang military way station, she went off by herself.
The Yajiang military way station has two large hot springs. As soon as we
heard we could take a bath, all the soldiers, both male and female, let out a loud
"Hooray!" Ever since we had entered Tibet, we had been so dirty that we felt
heavy. Some veteran soldiers told us that after serving in Tibet a few years, they
developed an oily film all over their bodies. If a grain of barley were dropped
into the navel, they said, it was sure to sprout.
After the hot springs had been taken over by the military way station, they
had put walls around them, dug two deep pools and lined them with cement.
Whenever a regional commander or someone of similar rank entered Tibet, the
way station would offer up both pools. Our performing arts troupe was eligible
for these same special privileges.
Upon entering the bathing area, we saw a bare-chested man working in the
pool. He was huge and rough-hewn, with a jaw so large it dragged down to his
breastbone. As our group of female soldiers entered, he became flustered and
hurriedly tried to unroll his rolled-up pants legs, causing them to drag in the water. He had been sent to clear the sulphur stains off the bottom of the pool. The
residue had built up in successive layers, and the colors had all become intermingled, forming patterns like cloisonne enamels or the three-color drip glazes
on Tang dynasty ceramics.
We asked the man what the Tibetans had been doing gathered together on
the nearby meadow. First he was taken aback, then he looked all around until he
was satisfied that it was he whom we were addressing.
"Ba-Ba-Bath Festival," he stammered in Gansu Province dialect. His face
was so dark it was almost greenish, in contra t to the Tibetans' swarthiness,
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which is closer to violet. His teeth were the color of tea, his gums pink. He
picked up a green army overcoat tattered beyond repair that had been lying next
to the pool, put it on, and relinquished the bathing area to us.
By the time we left the bathing area, it was high noon, and the air temperature outside had risen by ten degrees centigrade. Someone yelled, "Oh my
God!" We looked over and saw a cloud of steam behind the spa. In it was a
milling crowd of dark violet male and female bodies. They were all descending
into a makeshift ditch. The water stank. On its surface was a film from our
morning bath, sticking to the water like a skin on boiled milk. The whole ditch
was filled with people, men and women together, protruding from the water like
seedlings in a rice paddy.
Before the military had taken over and divided the springs into separate
bathing areas for men and women, the springs had belonged to them. Back then
they had ample space in which to bathe, and they did not have to soak in someone else's runoff.
"Hey, what are we looking at?" one of us remarked suddenly.
We wanted to run away, out of both fear and agitation, when suddenly we
saw that beautiful blind girl again, standing off in the distance. She had partially
bared her shoulders but left her breasts well covered, revealing nothing but allowing one to imagine everything. The half-shoulders protruding from her robe
were delicate and slender. Inclining her body toward the sound, she was looking
into the ditch. She had spread an apron on the ground to display her little red
apples. One by one, she picked up each apple, licked it all the way around, then
polished it with her robe. Soon all the apples were gleaming brightly.
When evening came and we set up the stage, all of us, both boy and girl
soldiers, were still giggling. Our eyes had really stolen quite a sight. The military way station's discipline on this matter was very strict: No one was allowed
to go behind the hot springs during the Bath Festival. If anyone looked, he
would be held responsible. The Tibetans might have a wild time among themselves, but if a soldier stood by and watched, they would stop.
The way station had always spared no effort in trying to get along with the
Tibetans. In other places, the Han Chinese oppression had given the Tibetans
cause to revolt, and this isolated place had felt the repercussions. In normal
times, the Tibetans would bring beef and mutton that had started to tum and
force it upon the way station. For its part, if the way station had prepared any
steamed bread with too much or too little sourdough, it would proffer this to the
Tibetans in return.
Before putting on our theatrical makeup, we washed our faces, and the man
from Gansu made five or six trips with his shoulder pole and buckets to bring us
hot water. As he squatted down to roll a cigarette, a soldier walked over and
planted a kick on his buttocks. He did not react. A few soldiers passing by took
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his old army cap with its limp brim and pulled it askew, covering half his face.
He just kept on smoking. Finally the lieutenant on duty, wearing the red armband of his office, passed by and summoned him with a crooked index finger,
as if calling an animal. The man from Gansu stood up at once, bowing repeatedly from the waist, his two long arms dangling on both sides. "Hey, what are
you looking at there again?" the lieutenant demanded as he shot a sidelong
glance at the group of female soldiers putting on rouge. "Haven't you seen
enough of this before?!" None of us understood what he was talking about.
"Don't just stand there," the lieutenant bellowed. "Go fetch more water!"
The lieutenant snorted once and cleared his face of all expression. We all
told him we had more than enough water. The lieutenant forced a smile and
replied, "What else is he good for? Let him go!"
The man from Gansu heaved his carrying pole onto his muscular shoulders
and stumbled off, shaking the ground in his wake. The lieutenant stared at the
vanishing silhouette of his back and muttered toward it, "That son of a bitch!"
"How can such an old man still be a soldier?" one of us asked. "Who's a
soldier? Him? A soldier?" the lieutenant replied, pointing toward the already
far-off figure. From the lieutenant's lips we heard the man's story. He had been
a soldier in Tibet when the army was suppressing an uprising. Back then the
two hot springs lay supine out in the open air. When the Bath Festival rolled
around, the Tibetans, both men and women, were playing about and splashing
in the water. One day the man from Gansu stood by and watched as if addicted.
The Tibetans seized him and were about to beat him to death. The military way
station demanded his return and resolved the matter by giving him a dishonorable discharge and ordering him back to Gansu Province that winter.
But that was during the three-year famine, and the next year he returned to
the way station. All that was left of him was a huge rack of skin and bones.
Many people in his village had starved, and everyone in his family had died except him. The way station did not drive him out after that. He picked up others'
discarded rags to wear, fished out leftovers from the bottoms of the cooking
pots, and did odd jobs that no one else wanted to do.
The next day we went to Yajiang City to see the sights. On the way, we saw
the blind Tibetan girl and the man from Gansu. The man was carrying his
shoulder pole, the pails on each side brimming with red apples. The blind girl
walked behind him, empty-handed except for the hem of his tattered army overcoat, which she clutched as she trailed along. His strides were large, hers small.
No matter how they tried, they just couldn't find a common rhythm. The pair
didn't speak. Their conversation was an alternating exchange of laughter, a completely silly kind of laughter. The blind girl's head was covered with flowers,
arranged so densely that it looked like the dandelion crown of the female general
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Mu Guiying in Beijing opera. The man from Gansu had a ball of flowers dangling about his chest. On the high plains, all the wildflowers have short stems.
You can't make them into a bouquet; you can only tie them together in a ball.
One night after the performance, we had all conspired to bathe in the hot
springs. We were about to leave the Yajiang area, and there was no telling when
we would be able to bathe again. Walking along toward the springs, we trod as
lightly as thieves, afraid the leadership would stop us. The leaders only allowed
one bath per visit, even for dignitaries. We also feared the Tibetans. The leaders
had taught us not to look down on the Tibetans, but they had also told us that Tibetans would sometimes capture a female soldier, put her in a big leather bag,
carry her away to some far-off mountain gorge, and use her to breed little female soldiers.
The hot springs lay in a basin, but you couldn't tell until you started up the
mountain slope. Once you got to the top of the slope, it was as plain as the nose
on your face. It was close to midnight, yet the twilight had still not faded. (Since
all Chinese territory runs on Beijing time, sunsets in Tibet are quite late.)
Where did that big flock of crows go during the day? And where did those
fiendishly happy Tibetan people go all day?
The sky, lit by the last warm colors of the setting sun, looked like a majestic
highway stretching from a palace beyond the horizon. One of us whispered
softly, "It's beautiful. It's as beautiful as People's Road." Hearing her talk again
of the gaudy main street of Sichuan's provincial capital Chengdu, the rest of us
laughed. "You compare every pretty sight to People's Road," someone said,
"because all you know is People's Road!"
"All right," she replied defensively. ''I'm from a little village in Sichuan
Province. I know People's Road, but what does that big, weird guy from Gansu
know?"
Another girl shot back in agreement: "He's so big, he's disgusting!"
"Somebody at the way station said that once they got a delivery of tangerines," the first girl continued. "He ate them, skin and all. They were so bitter
that he was miserable. Nobody told him to peel them before he ate them. They
all peeled their own behind his back. One by one, he gave away all his tangerines to the others. He couldn't take it anymore, eating them with the skin on."
We had not yet completed our descent of the slope when we suddenly stood
motionless. Fortunately no one cried out. Usually one of us would let out a
piercing scream at critical moments like this.
The blind girl was standing naked on the edge of the ditch that caught the
hot springs' runoff, slowly rubbing the water upward along her body with both
hands. She did not know how murky and dirty the water was. Many of the flowers in her hair had fallen out helter-skelter, leaving a few in inappropriate
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places. Her hips were slender and lean. The water came up to the top of her
thighs. She bent her knees, brought her cupped hands over her head, and poured
water onto her body. This utterly repetitive, monotonous motion made us feel as
if she were immobile. She was completely calm, totally passive.
If this scene had consisted only of her, no one would have paid much attention. What was jarring was the presence of the man from Gansu. He was so
huge as he squatted there, or perhaps he knelt, staring, his enormous jaw hanging down loosely. Utterly still, his completely motionless form made one feel
movement, and it was only that invisible movement that made his stillness
change its form.
No one among us reported this incident. We all carried off an uneasy feeling into our sleep. Toward morning, there was a commotion throughout the way
station. We heard they were looking for someone. Looking for him.
Our performing arts troupe joined in the search. The Tibetans had been paying attention to the fraternization between the man from Gansu and the blind girl
for some time now. The previous night, they had all come out and rioted. Naturally the man from Gansu ran to the way station. The way station did not allow
him to hide there: They feared the Tibetans would level the station. So he ran off.
The Tibetans were invited into the station to search, and the officers helped them
search in order to assure them that he did not belong to the way station, and that
they should not blame the way station for anything he had done.
When they searched a nearby woods, they startled a society of crows, turning the sky from light-colored to freckled in an instant. When they finally captured him, both his legs had been wounded by the Tibetans' spears. His tattered,
green army pants were soaked red, and his stocky legs dangled useless from
loss of blood. They bore him back to the station, a Tibetan and a soldier hauling
him one on each side. He was severely wounded, but his face was utterly blank.
He appeared not to have understood what had happened. His perceptions of
pain and of the situation had not caught up with him.
We were stunned to see that this place suddenly had so many Tibetans. It
seemed as if they had just sprung out of the ground. One can never understand
all of this place's hidden surprises. The day was extremely hot. Flocks of crows,
cawing, rose up into the sky like bursts of fireworks.
The man from Gansu was shoved into the courtyard of the way station.
Among the crowd, even the beautiful blind girl stared at the large, bleeding
body pushed into the middle of the yard. She still carried her red apples, red to
the point of saturation.
The soldiers and the Tibetans finally reached an agreement: They would tie
him up and send him to district headquarters. But he was too heavy to carry on a
stretcher. A truck stood by, engine running, waiting impatiently. The man from
Gansu raised his head and appeared concerned and ashamed at all the trouble his
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hulking body was causing everyone. When they stuffed him into the truck, he
groaned out the word thirsty a few times. Everyone pretended not to hear.
Our performance troupe set out again. Everyone in the truck was listless
and sullen. The way station was also somber, something nagging at it, depressed about something.
When we crossed over the mountain, it started snowing. When it snows
here in June, no one dares cry out for fear of causing an avalanche. When we
rounded the bend, she was there again. The truck slowed down, as the driver
awaited our instructions. We remained as silent as a load of cargo.
As the girl approached the truck, we suddenly snapped out of our silence.
"Drive on!" we ordered. The truck lurched forward from her touch, spinning
her around and grazing her shoulders. Leaping into the empty space where the
truck had been, the girl fell face forward onto the road, spilling her red apples
all over the snow-covered ground, so red they looked filthy, as if a festering ulcer had formed upon the snow.
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VINCENT J. KUNKEMUELLER

THE GUN

Whenever I go back to St. Charles, I can feel it...this weight, this dread. It
gives me bad dreams, weird dreams, and I'm not sure exactly how many times
I've died, but it's been more than one man is allowed in a lifetime. And I don' t
mean those falling-out-of-windows-and-waking-before-I-hit dreams, but actual
death. The Final Good-bye.
The other night-my first night back in St. Charles-I was shot to death in
a bathroom. I was standing over a toilet, about to take a leak when, from the
comer of my eye, I see a pistol-a pretty blue gun poking out from behind the
shower curtain. I spin, trying to knock it down, slapping at the forearm that connects the piece to whomever is hiding in the tub behind the curtain, and it
fires-an explosion of light and a thud against my shoulder, like someone has
simply decked me, but there's a spray, a splattering of hot blood across my face.
And I fall to the floor, screaming like some woman, pressing my palm against
my shoulder. The terror. The horror.. .it grips me by the bowels.
And slowly, like the shooter has all day, the gun simply re-aims. He's still
hiding behind that nasty yellow shower curtain, speckled in red. And as the door
to the bathroom opens, letting light spill across my forehead and into my eyes,
there's another report, then the thud against my forehead, just above my eye,
and all goes black.
The thing that makes it so damn spooky is that the dream didn't end there. I
didn' t wake up gasping, but floated around awhile in a darkness black as pitch.
No sound, no light-just an ultimate, absolute darkness, and I thought to myself:

I'm dead. I just died. What now?
And suddenly I noticed the faintest pinprick of light in front of me-shimmering slightly as it grew, expanding to swallow the whole horizon, and I
wasn't sure ifl was going to heaven or hell, or starting my next life, or...

176

Hair Trigger 17

I awoke and didn't move. I just lay there, drinking in my room when things
really came into focus, and I scanned the ceiling, watching the fan slowly spin
around and around. It was all so calm and heavy, something just waiting to explode, like my parents' house always felt.
But my folks' house wasn't just always ready to blow, it did ... often. It'd go
up like flash paper: hot and bright, but quick, returning instantly to that uneasy,
heavy heat that hung in the air like the humidity.
My parents never really got along-not that I can remember anyway-but
they tried. When I was eighteen, my dad made a resolution to improve his marriage. He started taking Mom out and bringing her shit. They even went on a
vacation to Las Vegas, just the two of them: to get to re-know each other. But it
all fell apart. I remember the night that it broke up for good. I was coming home
from something. Kinda late. Evening for sure, because the porch light was on
and I remember how shiny the porch was: bright red, and it always looked
wet-some kind of crazy lacquer my dad coated it with. It's slick as shit and really
the only thing that sets our house apart from every other two-story, square, suburban home on the street; just rows and rows of the same boring shit.
It was real quiet that night as I plodded up the steps leading to the front
door, and I could feel the trouble as I pushed through into the house. It was that
hot weight, heavier than usual. I ran my fingers through my hair and hissed
through my teeth-frustration, really. I wasn't in the mood for my parents' shit.
Hell, back then, I was hardly in the mood for anything.
It was dark, but a glow filtered down the hall, lying lightly on the floor and
walls, tinting them yellow. I followed the light past the family-photos wall and
could hear hangers jingling like tiny bells and drawers squeaking as they were
quickly pulled open, emptied, and slammed shut.
I peeked one eye around the corner, hiding the rest of me safely behind the
doorjamb, and watched as Mom scrambled about the room; her sweater torn at
the shoulder just enough to let her blouse bleed through, and her hair a mess:
renegade gray hairs wisping about on her head as she piled shirts and slacks,
unfolded, into the old, green suitcase. The claim tag still hung off of the handle
from their trip to Vegas.
"Mom, what's up?" I croaked, stepping fully into the doorway. Her head
shot up and she froze, flinching slightly, like she expected me to throw something at her. She relaxed when she saw it was only me and resumed her packing.
"I'm leaving!" she declared.
"Why?"
"Your father!" Her voice was sharp and loud to try and cover her weakness,
but I knew it was bullshit; she wasn't angry. She was scared. And I was confused.
"What happened?" I asked. "I thought things were going good between you
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She continued to pack, digging through the closet, double checking.
"Where's Dad?"
"Who cares?!"
I spun around, cursing to myself. I knew she wouldn't talk. She'd made up
her mind, and when she makes up her mind, there's no changing it. I stamped
out of the house and back down those lacquered stairs. Dad was always fucking
something up. I learned a long time ago that when he fucked up and shit went
down in my house, you got out.
I went down to the comer of my street, where Thrush meets Canary, and I
sat on the fire hydrant, smoking a Lucky. I spent a lot of time on that comer
when I was in high school-it's peaceful-nothing but woods on the opposite
side of Canary; and Thrush ends in a hill, well actually, more of a sudden dip.
The point is: I couldn't see my place, and the less I saw of my place, the better
off I was.
I was packing my second Lucky, tapping it on the box as I sat there, when I
heard the low roar of a car engine cutting through the night and my dad's old
police issue Caprice Classic comes exploding over the hill, all four wheels
catching air, and then slams down again, bottoming out and spitting sparks.
Then my old man leans on the wheel, stomps on the brake, and comes squealing around to set the passenger side tires up on the curb in front of me. The passenger door swung open-the hinges popping-and Dad called across the seat
to me, "Get in, Son."
I sat there on the fire hydrant a moment, the cigarette hanging from my
lower lip as I stared at him. He kept motioning in unsteady arcs for me to get in.
He was drunk, I could see that right away-the way his hat sat cockeyed on
his balding head. I looked him up and down a couple of times, debating
whether or not it would be a good idea to get in that car. Sweatpants-my dad
always wore sweatpants, he liked to be comfortable after a day in the warehouse; that was normal, but he had on his only dress shirt with his sweatpants
and it was wrinkled to the point where I wondered if he had slept in it-that
was not normal.
"Damn it boy, get in!"
I shrugged, put my Lucky away, and slid into the car. What the hell, I
thought, it's my dad.
Before I could shut my door, Dad squealed back into the road, the empty
beer bottles clattering around under my feet, and I kicked them under my seat.
The whole damn car reeked of booze; not just the backwash of beer dripping out of the bottles on the floor, but whiskey too, bad American bourbon
that my dad only sloshed down when he really wanted to get fucked up. And
there he was: one hand on the wheel, screaming down those suburban streets,
and the other lifting a half pint of Wild Turkey to his lips for another pull-his
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eyes already filmy, and he wiped his mouth with his sleeve. That was the sumtotal image of what my dad's life had come to, and I shook my head.
We squealed around another comer, going deeper and deeper into darkness.
All over the road. Houses and parked cars nothing but blurs, and I buckled my
seat belt. How he managed to stay on the road and not kill us both, I don 't
know-but my bladder was tight and I'll be damned if I didn't trickle a couple
of times when we two-wheeled around a comer and found ourselves eye to eye
with oncoming headlights-ho rns cursing at us-and I didn't dare speak. Why
take his attention from the road? Why tempt fate?
We ended up tearing down a deserted road. Com, high as the roof on both
sides, walled us in, and Dad took a final pull off his bottle and chucked it out
the window, never taking his eyes off the road in front of us.
"Dad."
"Shut up!" he snapped, staring intently at the road, but I had to know what
was going on. Mom wouldn't talk, and there I was with Dad, who hardly ever
wanted to spend more than five minutes alone with me, screaming down abandoned gravel roads while he's three sheets to the wind. Something big had gone
down and I wanted to know what it was.
"Dad," I asked, "what happened? What's going on?"
"Nothing happened. I'm spending time with my son. Can't a man spend
time with his oldest son? Is there something wrong with that...spending time
with your son?"
"No, I..." but I didn't know what to say. I never knew what to say to my father
when he was sober, much less all tanked up. I always liked to keep my distance,
but there was no distance here-just that hump in the middle of the long seat separated us-and nowhere to go. It was silent for a long time as the com whistled
by, and then, out of nowhere, he asked, "So ... who we gonna kill?"
"What?!" I asked, sitting up straight.
"Who we gonna kill?" and he reached down under his seat, grappled
around, then tossed his .45 up onto the dash. His .45 ! Just lying there on the
dash, and he repeated himself, straight faced, with a slight twinkle in his eye
like he's the coolest cat on earth, "Who we gonna kill? I feel like killin' someone. You got anyone in mind? Someone from school maybe?"
"No-I'm not shooting anyone! What the hell's going on?"
"I wanna waste someone. Now, you tell me ... who we gonna kill?"
I shook my head silently from side to side, never taking my eyes off the pistol resting on the dash, and it was my tum to be cool. I snorted a cynical snort
like I was having a little internal revelation that my dad would never understand,
and I leaned over, turning up the radio and switching it from that god-awful
country shit to this hopping jazz program on KMOX. I slid the gun down the
dash with the palm of my left hand. He watched me from the comer of his eye as
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I popped the cold, heavy gun into the glove compartment and said, "No, Pop,
no one's gonna die tonight."
I thought Dad would try and take a swing at me, because I was, technically,
mouthing off; but instead, he sighed. It was a lonely sound that nearly made me
want to cry and I could see his eyes dampen over the drunken film.
I was almost sorry to say that we couldn't go kill someone. It was like I was
taking something precious from him and he started to sob. His whole chest
quaked and hitched silently, then he wrinkled up his forehead and tears started
to run down over his cheeks to puddle at the comers of his mouth. I'd never
seen my dad cry before-I don't think anybody had-and it was scary. Here's
this guy who I always thought was kind of an idiot. A bully who was jealous of
my success and a drunk who made himself feel better by pushing me aroundcrying now, because I took away his gun.
The car slowed and he pulled over to the shoulder, never looking away
from the windshield in front of him as the tears dripped off his chin. It was so
quiet and I felt so low, wondering if I had been selling him short all these years.
Wondering if I made him the way he was by simply being a stuck-up little shit.
He slunk out of the car and moved to slouch against the grill, his back to me
and almost burned white by the glare of the headlights as they reflected off him.
I reached over to shut them off and kill the engine, leaving us in darkness, in a
shadowy hall of com.
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SUSAN BRENNER

MYLE R GETS A JOB

That Monday was hot. I remember that and how Momma made me go and
wake up Myler. I hate waking him up. He grunts and tries to kick me, but
Momma said it was real important for him not to be late, this being his first day
on his first job. Sort of.
'Course, he had jobs like mowing the grass and walking dogs, but those
were when he was a kid. This was his first real job. Momma was so proud of
him, but I don't think he really cared. After all, couldn't he get himself up? He
is twenty-nine years old. I think.
My brother isn't lazy, it's just that there wasn't much for him to do after the
accident. People still talk about it today. I was just little, maybe seven or eight,
so nobody ever bothered to tell me EXACTLY what happened. Redmond
Walker, who goes to school with me, says Myler saved a bunch of school kids
from drowning when the Savison River overflowed and swallowed half the
town. Myler was supposed to have been hit on the head by a piece of concrete
that broke off the bridge. Redmond's mom said it did brain damage. I think he
was always like this.
After the accident everyone we knew and a whole bunch of people we didn't
know sent Myler cards and gifts. He still has them taped to his walls. But after a
while people sort of forgot. Oh, they were still friendly to him and all, and would
stop and say hello when they saw us. They'd always start talking about the
flood and what Myler did, and he just grinned and ate it all up. It was Momma
who got to thinking about how he should get a job, 'cause she was tired of him
hanging around the house the whole day. She was mad as a wet hen when
Myler started buying a bunch of junk on one of those shopping shows. 'Course
he did use her credit card and nobody uses Momma's credit card, 'cause it's just
for emergencies.
After she got this idea about him getting a job, she started circling ads in
the paper with a purple pen and leaving them for Myler, but he didn't pay any
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attention. Finally she asked Ho Mitchem, who runs the grocery store, if he had
any jobs. He told her Mr. Grietch was looking for a driver for his ice cream
truck. I didn't even know that Myler could drive, but Momma said he learned
how before the accident and it was just like riding a bike-you never forgot.
That's how he ended up with the job. I really don't think anyone else
wanted it, but on Memorial Day he started driving the Mr. Cool Ice Cream
truck. He had this really neat shirt with his name sewn on over three ice cream
cones. They didn't spell his name right, but Myler said it didn't matter because
he couldn't read it upside down anyway.
Momma and me waved good-bye to Myler when he left to ride his bike
over to pick up the truck. The bike was really mine, but Momma made me let
Myler use it for the first day. It was too small for him, and he had a hard time
pedaling with his long legs. People say that Myler and I are going to be real tall
like our papa was. He left when I was just a baby, so I never saw him, but Myler
says that I look like Papa, with my dark hair and crooked smile. I don't think
it's nice to tell someone they have a crooked smile. Myler looks like Momma,
with brown hair and eyes. He has a pointy chin and I don't ever tease him about
that except for when he makes me really mad. Momma always says that looks
don't matter, but that ain't true.
For a few days Myler was doing really good on the job, until he took out
the Cravets's white fence and the Barys's mailbox and four rose bushes. He
probably would have kept going but the Samuals decided to put in a wroughtiron fence last fall. Myler says he hit the wrong pedal. Mr. Grietch just looked
at the fences and at the truck, which really was just a little dented with one of
the headlights busted out, but that was okay because Momma wasn't going to
let Myler drive at night anyway.
After a few days with Myler driving the truck, we all got used to the idea
that when he rang the bell you had to run out of the street and off the sidewalk
as fast as you could.
Then he ran over Redmond's bike while Redmond was sitting on it. He
wasn't really hurt though, just a broken leg, and he got a lot of free ice cream
for that anyway so it really doesn't count. After that we all started running inside our houses when we heard the bell and looking out the windows until he
stopped, which he usually managed to do pretty close to the curb. 'Course,
some places had these ruts in them where he missed the curb and landed on the
grass. Myler said it just saved all those people from having to mow that part.
I remember one Saturday when he was almost done working. It was time to
go park the truck behind the grocery store. He forgot and left the door to the
cold part of the truck open and Sally Joseph's cat climbed in. Myler shut the
door and didn't find the cat until Monday morning when he went to put in more
ice cream. Boy, was he pissed. The cat had eaten lots and lots of ice cream,
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'course by Monday he was dead and pretty stiff. Myler called me and asked
what to do. Sally Joseph is a stuck-up snot. She thinks because she has her own
piano, she's better than the rest of us. We took the cat, which was a really ugly
cat anyway, and left it on her front steps. It probably thawed before she even
woke up.
Things were pretty quiet for the next week. Myler didn't hit one tree or
drive on anyone's sidewalk. 'Course it rained for almost four days straight. It
rained so hard on Wednesday that the "suck this" that someone had written in
the dirt on the back got washed off. The broken headlight even rusted a little.
Myler started lying around the house again, driving Momma crazy. She
kept telling him to fix the broken screen door (which he didn't) and paint the
back fence (he didn't do that either) and to stop watching so much crap on TV
(he didn't do that either).
His favorite show was One Life to Live. He watched it so much he even
knew who was married to who and for how many times. He'd tell me all about
the show-not that I cared-because it was the only thing he could remember.
Sometimes he'd get confused and start calling me Vicki or Cassie, even though
my name is Rehba. He just got mixed up, kind of like when he always kept going the wrong way on Chesterton, which was the only one-way street in town
on account of the funeral parlor.
After it stopped raining, Myler started driving the truck again and all us
kids started looking over our shoulders in case he was coming around the corner. He was real good handing out the ice cream; he always remembered what
everyone wanted. If you wanted something different he wouldn't always give it
to you though; Momma says that's because Myler doesn't like change. If you
decided you wanted a bomb pop in June, you were kinda stuck with bomb pops
all summer, unless you could talk someone into a trade.
Around the beginning of August it rained again, but only for one morning.
Everyone was starting to tell Myler how good he was driving, no accidents for
almost two weeks. The afternoon after it rained, Myler loaded up the truck (after One Live to Live was over) and headed up Elm.
Elm is the best street in town. It's where all the rich people, like the mayor
and the doctor, live. It's one of those tree streets, like Pine and Oak. Those are
OK streets too, but Elm is the best. It's really shady, with huge trees hanging
over the street. Even on sunny days it looks like dusk and is full of shadows.
Myler was driving real slow, ringing his bell, when he ran smack-dab into the
back end of the mayor's blue Cadillac. There was a big crunch and two heads
popped up from the backseat of the Caddy.
Myler got out and went to look at the front end of the truck. It was pissing
out steam. The door of the Caddy opened and Roger Hatch and Terry Minkins
(the mayor's daughter) got out. Roger was yelling at Myler about what a stupid
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ass he was and why didn't he watch where he was going.
Roger's dad owns the three gas stations in town and he thinks he's king of
the mountain because he plays football at the high school, even though I know
that he had to take geography three times because he flunked out. His mom
tried to keep it hushed up that he was so stupid, but Nellie, the black woman who
cleans their house, said he had a private tutor all summer long helping him figure
out where South Dakota was. She said he could get lost on his way to the john.
It just didn't seem fair, him screaming at Myler like that, 'cause it was just
an accident. Myler told me he didn't pay attention to him because Roger's fly
was open and his shirt was sticking out through it. He said he had a boner.
Myler notices things like that.
He said that Terry had her shirt all buttoned wrong and kept trying to
smooth her hair down. Myler said it looked like she had rubbed her head up and
down and made a nest in the back of her head.
Mr. Dice came out from next door to see what all the hollering was about.
Terry ran inside her house, but Roger just stood there, his shirt poking out
through his zipper. Mr. Dice called the mayor, and he called Mr. Grietch. They
all came and looked at the car and made tisking sounds with their teeth.
Mr. Grietch offered to pay for the damages, since the mayor's face was getting all red and puffed out. He told Myler to call for the tow truck.
After they towed away the truck, Mr. Grietch gave Myler his paycheck and
said he wouldn't be needing him for the rest of the summer, since he didn't
have a truck to drive.
Momma was real pissed when she found out about that. She called up Mr.
Grietch and told him what a lying sack of shit he was. He had promised Myler a
job for the summer and now here it was only the beginning of August and he
was out of work. We heard her screaming at him on the phone; even Myler was
a little worried.
When Momma came back into the room, he tried to say he was sorry. But
she told him, "You never mind, it ain't your fault. People just don't understand.
After all you did for their little brats, saving their lives and all, the least they
could do is let you keep a job."
She puffed out of the room and Myler flicked on the TV.
Myler hung around the house for the rest of the summer. Momma hid her
credit card so Myler wouldn't go buying any more genuine sapphire necklaces
from the shopping show.
Today Momma came home from work and said she heard they're hiring at the
new hardware store. She thinks she can get Myler a job there because she knows
Mr. Harrison, who owns the place. 'Course I don't know if Myler could work
there because he doesn't know much about paint or screws or joints or technical
things like that. They have a forklift, though, that Myler (with his experience and
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all) could drive. Momma says it's a lot easier than driving an ice cream truck
'cause you don't have to go out on the streets; you just go back and forth, lifting
lumber and moving it around.
Myler says that it would be OK to work there. They give you an orange vest
to wear, and he would get to wear one of those yellow construction hats.
I think it'd be really cool to have a uniform like that, especially the hat. That
could be a real good thing for Myler. Just in case.
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HERBERT L. JACKSON

A KILL-TALE

Being home from Vietnam was strange. Nobody had a gun. Everybody I
met was smiling, talking, and laughing. I couldn't relate to any events that people were talking about in 1969, not news events, not political events, TV shows,
or even things that happened down the street last week. I kept looking for familiar tree lines or mountain ranges. Occasionally I forgot I was in a car and not a
Jeep, my mind wandering back to Vietnam.
Only home two days made the drive down Interstate 57 headed south out of
Chicago seem surreal. My brother TJ and I were on our way to the University
of Illinois in Champaign. The June night had turned cool.
TJ was driving, laughing and talking. We were an odd set of brothers. His
complexion was the color of honey, mine a pecan brown. As always, I mostly
listened.
Earlier we had been drinking beer and smoking joints when I decided to
call one of my old girlfriends, Curly Bee. It was over a three-hour drive, but like
I said we had been gettin' pretty high.
"Curly Bee, this is Vic," I said, not knowing if she would really be glad to
hear from me. She had written me a few times while I was in Nam, mostly
when I first landed "in country."
"Vic?" Her voice bubbled, and then she sighed. I knew she was glad to hear
from me. In that same instant, I realized everybody seemed glad to see me since
yesterday.
"Where are you? What's up?" She paused for a second. "Vic, is that really
you?"
"It's me, it's the K.I.D." I spelled it the way I used to whenever I referred to
myself. I hadn ' t done that for a long time.
"How did you get my number? Where are you exactly?" And finally the
words I wanted to hear, "I wish I could see you," she giggled. "So you're home
from Vietnam?" I heard her quieting her roommate in the background. "Shhh,
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it's a friend of mine from Vietnam."
That's who I was. I was from Vietnam and for the last two days it sort of
went with my name. Even from my mother. "This is my son. He's home from
Vietnam."
My timing was perfect. After some more brief conversation she said we
could stay with her and her friend and that the sorority house was giving this
boss party. The plan was for us to go down and sleep in her room while they
were in classes and hang until the party started.
The drive felt good, both windows down, hearing the zush, zush of unidentifiable trucks as they sped through the night.
Suddenly I realized that my brother had stopped talking. I was rubbing a
bum on the inside of my hand that I had gotten two weeks ago from my M-60
machine gun. Rubbing the silken patch of skin reminded me that last week my
machine gun had jammed in the middle of a firefight. I had grabbed the hot barrel trying to clear the jam. I shook my head trying to come back home. I had
wandered back to Vietnam. My brother was talking to me again.
"You all right?" he asked, narrowing his eyes as if he couldn't see me in the
darkness of the car.
"I'm straight, man, what about you? Can you drive OK?"
"I just asked you how you felt being home?" TJ was only a year younger
than me, nineteen, but since I had been home he seemed a lot younger than that.
"I'm cool, man." I reached into my shirt pocket, grabbed a brown envelope
and my Zig-zag papers, and started rolling a joint. We closed the windows so
the grass wouldn't blow away and TJ turned the music up.
"What were you thinking about just then?" TJ turned the music down as he
asked the question.
"I was thinking about Beany."
"Beany who? Beany what?" TJ asked like maybe I was going to tell him a
joke.
I keep rolling the joint, picking seeds out of the green and brown dry
weeds. I carefully patted the contents of the envelope into the creased paper in
my other hand. I wasn't very good at rolling my own.
"What about Beany?" my brother asked again.
I was feeling pretty good so I decided to tell him what I was really thinking.
"Man, some really heavy shit went down a couple of weeks ago while we
out in the bush. Check this, Beany got blowed away. You remember I wrote you
about Beany... the white boy from New York who was into that hippie shit, meditating and sitting around with his legs folded all the time when we first got over
in the Nam."
TJ looked right at me; his eyes opened a little wider. I hadn't really talked
about the Nam since I had been home. I kept rolling the joint.
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"I don't think I remember who you mean." TJ scratched his chest with one
hand and shook his head.
"You know I wrote you ... the one who went on the pussy patrol with me and
Moore but wouldn't fuck 'cause he was a virgin. That's something else; he died
a virgin, ain't that a bitch?"
I pressed in the cigarette lighter and waited a few seconds. While I was
waiting, I pushed the joint into my mouth, grabbed the tip, and licked the whole
thing with my tongue. TJ rolled his window down. The rush of air felt good. I
sat up a little straighter and continued.
"You know I cried like a baby when it happened. Beany had been with me
when I first landed in Phu Bai and I was right next to him when he got fucked
up." I lit the joint, pulled in a long draw, and held it. I sucked in a little more of
the hot smoke and stretched my arm out, offering some to TJ. He took it and inhaled deeply.
"What happened, Vic?"
I thought for a moment and decided to tell him exactly what went down.
"Check this out. The whole company is walking on-line side by side, about
two hundred men. We must have walked five miles that day. It was in the early
morning. The sun had just come up when we started out. You know this is the
monsoon season and it's been raining almost every day. Everybody was all covered up in flak jackets and ponchos and walking in this heavy rain and mud.
You couldn't see nothing unless it was right in front of you. Anyway, everybody
is in the open, walking in the middle of some fuckin' rice paddies. That's when
it happens. Some gook jumps up right in front of us with a little carbine rifle
and starts popping off rounds. Nobody could hear nothing 'cause a carbine
don't make much noise anyway, and the rain hitting your helmet and poncho,
and walking in the mud pretty much drowned out noises. Anyway a bullet hit
Beany in the nose. I was looking right in his face, but I really didn't see nothing
except him falling. At the time I thought he was just hitting the deck. He went
headfirst into the rice paddy. The mud and water buffalo shit covered his face. My
reflex action made me dive straight into one of the little muddy trenches of water.
"I tried looking around, but with the mud covering my face and the rain I
could hardly see. Mostly everybody else just kept walking except those around
me and Beany. Then about five steps later everybody went down. I looked over
at Beany. He was laying sideways in the mud, his rifle about two feet in front of
him, his helmet cocked to the side with the strap still fastened under his chin.
That's when I saw his face. The bullet had actually split his nose in half, as if
somebody took a meat cleaver and sliced it perfectly down the middle. I
reached up to wipe the mud from my eyes so I could see what the hell was going on, when I noticed something on my hand that looked like a chicken liver. I
thought it was buffalo shit, but it was a piece of his nose. Blood was spurting
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out of Beany's face where his nose should have been. Like when you put your
finger on a water fountain to make the water come up higher. I couldn' t move
for an instant, his face paralyzed me, then I got to my knees firing my M-60 into
the treeline, aiming at nothing in particular. I cranked out about twenty rounds
and the damn machine gun jammed. I grabbed the hot barrel and laid back in
the mud trying to clear the jam. My hand sizzled, but I really couldn't feel nothing. I just watched the rain beatin' down on the hole in Beany's face."
"Vic, you mean his whole face was gone?" TJ had a look of disbelief as he
handed me the joint back. He had slowed the car down well under the speed
limit. He reached down and turned the radio completely off.
"That's what I thought at first but it was just his nose." I said it matter-offactly but a teary feeling filled me on the inside. I took a couple more puffs off
the joint and watched the cornfields disappear as we kept cruising down the Interstate.
"What happened then?" TJ urged me on. The reefer was full in my head
now so I started talking again.
"That's when everybody just starts opening fire. That fucking little gook
must have been insane. He just stood there popping off rounds. Beany was laying about six feet to my left so I crawled, slithering on my stomach like a snake
in the mud to get to him. The whole time I was yelling for the fuckin' corpsman. But nobody could hear me because everybody was tattooing that little
slant-eyed son of a bitch with a thousand rounds of ammo. There must have
been others, but we never saw them. Check this out, nobody else even got a
scratch.
"I don't know why, but when I got to Beany, I put my thumb over the hole
in his face where the blood was gushing up. I couldn't stop it up. It felt funny
because everything was soft, warm, and mushy. The blood was running over my
hand and all over his face. I knew he was dead right away. When I looked into
his eyes I couldn't see the whites. He looked like some kind of monster, red filling up his eye sockets and pouring out of his eyes like he was crying blood. I
wanted to do something. I curled up around him hugging his head. Shit, I didn't
know what else to do. I must have thought I was protecting him or something.
When everything slowed down they tell me that I had a death grip on his head
and I wouldn't let go. I don't remember that.
"The next thing I do remember was the Medivac and being on the helicopter
and wondering what happened to my rifle. I must have been pretty frantic because nobody talked to me much since that day. Once you look like you might
be going off, everyone gives you some space, mainly because you are still walking around with a loaded weapon. I mean can you believe that shit, two hundred
hard-dicked Marines, loaded down with fire power, and some stupid-ass farmer
hits Beany with a lucky shot and it's over for him quick like a minute.
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"Since we slept in the same hooch, I helped collect his stuff when I got back
to the rear. We put everything he owned in a wooden crate to ship home with his
body. You know I always remember how even in the rear, Beany was so paranoid
that he would sleep with his flak jacket on. It just proved to me that really nothing can protect you when it's your time. After that I started smoking plenty of
dope and spent a lot of time by myself. I guess I really didn't know how tight we
were."
I looked over at TJ just as he brushed a tear from his eye. He stared at me
differently. I think he finally realized that I hadn't come home as the Vic he
knew. For the first time I realized I wasn't the same Vic who had left home fourteen months ago. Telling the story, I knew that home could never be the same
and I wanted to cry too. But I couldn't. I just looked out the window. I took the
last hit off another joint as we reached the exit sign on Interstate 57 that read:
"Champaign-Urbana, the University of Illinois."
TJ and I didn't speak for a long time as we cruised down the streets of
Champaign. Finally we got to the door of Curly Bee's sorority, and the only
thing TJ said as I knocked on the door was ... "That, my brother..." he paused
looking me in the eye, "was some heavy shit."
Curly Bee looked fine as ever as we stepped inside of her room. She locked
both her arms around my neck and purred in my ear, "You look great, Vic. You
haven't changed a bit!"
I was glad to get out of the night.
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WILLIAM MEINERS

THE DEVIL IN GLORIA'S PIPES

"The body of Christ," Gloria thought. "The body of Christ." It kept her
awake all of one Saturday night. Maybe it was in a story she read about a nun.
She hadn't been sleeping well anyway, but the thought of Jesus in wafer form
stirred her like three cups of coffee.
It was the banging in Gloria Evelson's pipes that limited her sleep and influenced her dreams. The three-foot, white pipes stood as high as her wide hips.
Nine rounded, hot-to-the-touch radiators, connected by metal connectors, they
looked like something she could hitch her horse to in her native Wyoming.
The old-fashioned pipes spat heat with such fury that Gloria kept her ceiling fan on full tilt and one window open all of one Chicago winter. At all odd
hours the pipes would pound with the sound of someone beating the fire escape
with his own lead pipe, or a power lifter tossing weights around in a basement.
The pipes were hardest on Gloria's cat, Miss Psyche. Gloria would come to
tolerate the noise, or at least she thought. Miss Psyche, however, would race
around the studio apartment as if being chased by a demonic dog. The cat
wouldn't stop till the banging did. Gloria's Psyche was a cat on the edge.
Gloria had been in the city two and a half years. Seeking the opposite of
wide-open Wyoming, she fell in line in a cloistered Chicago. She knew no one.
Simply went to work. How quickly it became routine.
The night she started thinking about the body of Christ, Gloria realized the
rigidness of her life. On a downtown map, in Magic Red marker, she traced her
path to work. "The Ravenswood El to Madison and Wells. The 37 Sedgwick
bus to Taylor." She crowded into commuter lines and wore a scarf across her
head like a veil in the cold.
Gloria worked in retail. Her promotion to management meant longer hours
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for a short salary. She was unruffled by angry customers. "The assholes are always right," she thought, and was always quick with a real smile.
She traced her walking path to the Jewel, where she food shopped early
Tuesdays. At twenty-four years old, Miss Evelson traced no roads to bars or a
suggestion of a night life. She tired quickly of that scene when she first got to
Chicago. She never drank to excess and found it better to avoid those who did.
Work was exhausting anyway. With its vertical uprightness and politeness,
Gloria looked forward to a book that she hoped would induce sleep.
On Saturday nights she drank a glass of white wine and gently rubbed her
enormous left breast before masturbating with two swirling fingers of her right
hand. She fantasized about being in love. She had Sundays off.
"Aren't nuns supposedly married to Jesus?" she wondered. "I've heard they
wear a wedding ring. I wonder if they masturbate."
Gloria was large. She wasn't fat; big boned. Big, Big Boned. She stood six
feet two inches high and weighed 172 pounds on her bathroom scale. Her
thighs were a little softer from her basketball playing days, but she was still
fairly solid. Her boobs were two tremendous orbs that she hid under multiplelayered clothing.
Gloria was far from hideous. Her face was quite pretty. It was olive in tone
and rarely showed her worries. Her thick, black hair drew stares from fellow
commuters. She liked the look of her own full lips. She'd often bite the lower
one if she climaxed at her own hands on Saturday.
Girls at work were aware of her beauty. "You've got the prettiest face and
smile," one would say on occasion. "I'd kill for your complexion."
Gloria would complete their thoughts. "You 're built like a goddam monument," she'd think their meaning, "but you got a nice head." But Gloria always
thanked them with a flash of pretty teeth.
Gloria played basketball for two years in college. She gave up her athletic
scholarship after her sophomore season. She didn't have a taste for lesbianism, which
alienated her from her teammates, and she just wasn't that competitive a person.
The speech her coach gave at the team banquet sealed her decision to quit.
The tall woman with spiked hair began, "We got one gal on this team that's
nothin' but a work horse. She's no racehorse. She wouldn't be a good bet in the
Derby. She doesn't lead the team down the court with a lot of fast breaks. And
she's no show horse. She won't be ridden by any royalty. She don't jump fences
or hit pretty jump shots. She's not pretty at all. But what she does do is all the
grunt work. She works, folks. She blocks out, rebounds, changes shots, rebounds, hustles, and rebounds. Evelson, get up here!"
Gloria didn't know whether to trot, gallop, or drag her chair behind her as if
plowing a field. "Jesus," she thought, "this woman actually pounded the podium
with all this horse, horse shit. Did she say something about being rode by royalty?"
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She imagined herself for a moment screwing Prince Charles. Gloria hugged the
six-foot four-inch coach, who had tears in her eyes, because it seemed like the
expected thing to do. The dykes on the team looked at her with a newfound respect. "Yeah," Gloria imagined their minds churning, "Coach is right. Evelson's
a helluva ball player. Who cares if she won't muff dive?" In an eloquent, apologetic letter, Gloria hung up her horseshoes two weeks later.
Gloria's father died her junior year. "You made your old man so happy the
way you played hoops," she heard for three days through visitation, burial, and
hot ham sandwiches. "My how that old boy liked to boast on you."
"Jesus," Gloria thought, "how odd. I was born without a penis, yet bigger
than most men, and that gave my father something to brag about. I was this giant woman who could rebound. Daddy's big girl."
Gloria was bigger than her two younger brothers who were real cowboys in
Wyoming. They live such simple lives," she thought. "Riding horses, keeping
cows in line. With their little hard one, they are so easily satisfied. They'll settle
down someday with pussy that smells right, or feels right, or was a real challenge to lasso in. I bet they sleep like logs."
She'd been the workhorse at the funeral too. The boys were silent and
drunk. They didn't work well with words anyway. They probably knew more
cows than they did people. Mrs. Evelson was quite upset, so Gloria took on the
role as the family spokesman for relatives and well-wishers.
Mrs. Evelson called Gloria every Sunday in Chicago. For three minutes she
asked about her daughter's life. The next thirty, the widow talked about her
loneliness, the recklessness of her two sons, and the broken things in her home.
Gloria counseled her mother on the same worries every Sunday. She never
complained about her own life. She felt one of them should be strong. Gloria
would lie, or just not let on to her own troubles. She never said, "Mom, some
nights I just can't sleep at all."
Miss Psyche sat in the window of the fourth story studio. A country cat, she
had enjoyed the outdoors out west, but would not set foot outside the apartment
in cold, concrete Chicago. She sat in the window and watched and listened to
the routine hustle, wanting no part of it, glad her job was that of an observer.
For kicks Miss Psyche would tear at the screen with her paws. Gloria
would bounce on the wood floor and send Psyche scurrying because the hole in
the screen was getting larger. Gloria confided in the cat. She always thought the
cat knew more than she let on. "What do you know, Miss Psyche?" she'd ask.
"Why don't you tell me something?"
Gloria liked the way Todd, a nineteen-year-old stockboy whose blond hair
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hung long down his face from a curl on his forehead and danced with his every
movement, translated Miss Psyche's fear. Whenever one of his girlfriends
stopped by, Todd told Gloria, "Tell her about your cat, Dude."
"Oh you tell it," Gloria would say.
"Well," Todd would begin after looking both ways, his hair a flag signaling
the start of a secretive tale, "her cat wigs. He thinks there's demonic devices in
the pipes 'cause they bang. The cat bolts around the room ' bout a dozen times,
then hides under the bed. Right, Dude?"
"Yeah," Gloria would say, knowing that the cat got more laps in with each
retelling. "Something like that."
"You aptly named that cat Psycho, Dude."
"Psyche."
"Yeah, killer."
Once sleep finally came to Gloria from dead exhaustion, she dreamed of
the pipes. She saw the Devil himself, sunburned red, in the basement tapping on
the pipes with a long, black fingernail. The sound in her ears and mind's eye
was a monkey jumping up and down with a monkey-wrench , beating out a cacophony in delight. The monkey wore a blue vest and yellow beret. He chased
and tackled Miss Psyche.
But the dream couldn't be trusted because it wasn't a monkey banging with
all his might. The Devil did it with cool ease. He was hung like a horse. His
balls rested on the polluted cement floor. He played with himself while adjusting knobs to give steam bursts, engulfing the place in unbearable heat. Psyche,
racing over Gloria's large body in all her wiggedoutedness, became scurrying
souls scrambling for cover in some higher plateau in Hell.
Often Gloria would wake from what little rest she was getting. Sometimes
she'd be half-asleep with the radio playing. Her semiconscious dreams took on
a music video format. These she wouldn't recall later. "G-L-O-R-I-A," the Devil
would sing, not unlike Jim Morrison. He seemed to be making a study of her.
"Eve to Evelson," he'd dictate into a tape recorder, "very very easy women. A
little evil encouragement and they are mine." She shot up in bed once with the
image of black nails raking her breasts red from behind her.
Gloria had complained to the manager on the premises, but suspected that
he didn't really speak English and had only mastered a few empty phrases.
"Yes," he said, "I'll check that out."
So when Gloria was up all night thinking about the slender body of Christ,
she thought, "If I fall asleep tonight I'll go to church tomorrow. I'll receive
communion." Gloria thought maybe a piece of the Lord would give her some
peace of mind. It was certainly outside the path of her routine.
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Christ the King Church was just down the street. She could account for but a
few sleeping minutes from the night before and her head kept dropping during Mass.
Gloria stood in line for communion. When she reached the front, the short
priest held the white, round, flat wafer over her head. It looked like a paper
cutout. "The body of Christ," he said. Her tired, struggling-to-look-up eyes nodded in the affirmative. The priest deposited the host in her mouth. She nearly
gagged on the smell and taste of his perfumed fingers. It was a bit like licking a
battery that had been dipped in wax.
Walking back to her pew, the bread of life became stuck to the roof of her
mouth. Still filled with the finger food taste from the priest, she poked and
scraped with her tongue to ease the dry bread free. Kneeling she thought, "Jesus, that was awkward," and pretended to pray.
It may have been the Devil who sent Gloria to church. She decided to make
Mass a Sunday routine. She could do without communion, but she liked the rest
of the proceedings. She liked sitting in the wooden pews, taking in the saints in
the stained glass. She liked looking at the families, with their children acting up.
She stared at the big man on the cross.
On her second trip to communion, she noticed folks taking it in the hand.
"Two steps sideways," she thought, "pop in the mouth, sign of the cross, tum,
and retreat. I can do that." Gloria giggled, picturing herself a supermodel, turning from communion and walking the church runway with an exaggerated hip
swing and maybe a jacket over one shoulder.
The line was long and slow-moving. A bent old man, half her size, struggled up the aisle directly in front of Gloria with a cane.
She thought of the priest's perfumed fingers. They wouldn't be in her
mouth this time, but she could have made herself sick just remembering the
taste. "I'd rather smell shit on someone's fingers than taste his hands again," she
thought.
As if on cue, the bent old man ahead of her began letting out gas. He was
three steps behind the person in front of him. With each difficult step he filled
Gloria's nose with his pungent effort.
Gloria wanted to duck out of the line. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to
tell Todd at work about her adventures at church.
Guilt canned her thoughts of laughter as she peered over the priest giving
communion to the bent, flatulent man. Struggling to receive the Eucharist may
have been the most difficult task of his entire week. "I'm not worthy," Gloria
thought.
She took the host in her hand and the foul images came rushing back. Did
she even believe in the sacrament? She figured she would throw up if she tasted
the wafer. Two steps sideways and she palmed it in her giant hand as easily as a
quarter while lifting it toward her mouth. She placed her tongue in her cheek
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and a little boy in the front row must have figured that she'd received a whole
sandwich. Gloria went home with the consecrated wafer in her pocket.
"Do they actually think it's the body of Christ?" she wondered. "Isn't it just
some sort of dramatization?" She rationalized her thievery by thinking of the
horror she would have caused by barfing on the altar.
Still, it was the first thing Gloria had ever stolen. She recalled turning down
the opportunity to steal some gum as a kid. Here, her first offense, ripping off
the Son of Man. She sort of liked the mischievous feeling. It went well with her
dirty thoughts and frequent smile.
Gloria went back to Mass the following Sunday and pulled the same heist.
Quickly she began a Catholic circuit, hitting churches all over town and running
off with a piece of the ceremony. She kept Jesus wafers in her refrigerator in an
empty egg carton. "I think it's sort of like performance art," Gloria thought. "It
gives me such a kick."
It didn't help her sleep. Her face flushed pale and she felt like she was
wearing a hat at work. She'd check in mirrors because she kept feeling like she
had big hair. Gloria was thinking more about Christ, his image on the cross, the
bread in her fridge. She pointed out to Todd, on break at work, that the outstretched guy in the Calvin Klein underwear ad was probably a Christ figure.
"Dude," he said with a defensive whip of his hair, "I'm only looking at it 'cause
I think this dude works at the same agency as me. If it's the same dude, I happen to know that he's not even religious."
As elusive as sleep was becoming, Gloria found herself sitting like a stone,
asleep with her eyes open. She couldn't remember if she was thinking or if she
saw the Devil delighting in her sin. For hours on end in this limbo, Gloria wondered if she'd been unknowingly introduced to heroin. She began to check for
marks on her arm.
Christ kleptomania continued. She started hitting weekday Masses before
work. It was like a second job. How many priests knew her pretty, but paling,
face by now? She shook hands with them leaving church, looking down at
them. How nice they all seemed, too. She said a few words, simply smiling and
moving on, smuggling their Savior, often in her bra.
The cat committed suicide one Sunday. What had become Gloria's typical
Sunday, she spent the day gathering Jesus chips. When the pipes began to ring
at three AM. , the cat wigged, as was her routine. But Psyche added laps to her
rampage, as if she'd gotten wind of Todd's account. Perhaps she was gathering
courage to jump through her hole in the screen. Gloria heard the cat's baby
scream as she made her way down to the traffic.
Gloria unplugged the phone. It was her turn to wig. She didn't even try to
sleep or leave the apartment for three days. She couldn't call her mother. God
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was already angry. She drank coffee to keep from seeing any signs of the Devil.
In the thirty-third hour of her madness, Gloria wrote a rambling poem that
rhymed every word with cat she could think of; flat, splat, and so on. She ran up
and down the alphabet with multiple syllables until she stumbled upon monochromat and concordat. In the forty-eighth hour she scrawled a sixteen-page letter to the Pope, which included her poem, and also rambled on about her dead,
disappointed father who she quit grabbing rebounds for, her utter loneliness, her
blasphemous crimes, and her self-loathing at being a broken-down horse. She
moaned and sobbed and couldn't remember the last time she cried.
When she ran out of tears, she reduced the letter to a one page ransom note.
She thought it best to go with a minimalist approach. It read:
Dear Pontiff:
We've got your boy. Hundreds of Hirn. Enclosed is half a broken heart part of consecrated
Christ. My cohorts and I will do horrible things
with the rest of Him should you not meet the following demands:
I want to go someplace warm, with no need for
heaters. I want someone to love me. He doesn't
have to be pretty, just hung. Send me a priest who
can't keep his vows. And talk to your boss. I want
my Psyche back. I'll be in touch.

Gloria addressed the envelope to Vatican City. Still in nightgown and slippers, she took to the cold Chicago streets in search of a mailbox. She floated
along like a dream. Wavering like a drunk, she was unable to keep pace with the
crowd. They flowed around her as if she were a sedentary rock in a stream.
She was dead tired, but vaguely disappointed that she couldn't die from lack
of sleep. She was unaware of the cold, her own peculiar sight. When she thought
she had walked miles to a mailbox they couldn't trace back to her, she deposited
her ransom note in a box not three blocks away. With a twenty-nine cent stamp
and no return address, the letter would settle only in the Dead Letter office.
Swaying on the sidewalk, Gloria took a drunk step toward the traffic.
Strong hands grabbed her from behind. A towering, unfamiliar priest led Gloria
into Christ the King. He supported her as she passed out in the back pew. He
saw that her face was too fresh to be homeless. "Poor girl," he said. "You must
just be lost." He covered her healthy bosom with his green sweater.
Gloria woke for a second. She heard a children's choir singing her name.
"Forgive me, Father. I've sinned," she said.
"Shh," the priest said. "That's OK."
"But I'm not even Catholic," Gloria said and fell soundly asleep.
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KAREN MAROUSEK

FALLI NG

Maddie found herself jammed into the back comer, finally, of the bangedup old World War II plane she'd been watching take off and land all day long.
The inside of the plane had no seats, just a thin, worn carpet spread across the
metal floor. There were about twenty jumpers stuffed alongside her into the
closet-size space. Maddie sat with her instructor's legs wrapped around either
side of her, and her legs wrapped around some guy in a red jumpsuit who was
now sitting in her crotch. They were packed in tight, until it was impossible to
move. With all her equipment on, Maddie could barely even turn her head to
look around, so she stared at the back of the neck of the guy in front of her.
How intimate. He was so close, she could just stick her tongue out and lick his
neck. She felt her face grow hot at the thought.
As if on cue, the plane door slid shut with a bang and the engine roared to
life like an old lawnmower. Maddie's ears filled with the droning chatter of
those around her. It was too loud to hear anyone other than the person sitting on
her right. She felt jumpy, realizing that she couldn't hear what anyone was saying. Just what were they saying? Maybe she was missing something important!
Maddie felt the plane lurch forward, and turn, then pause, as if taking a deep
breath, before it shot forward at full force. The thing rattled like a tin can, finding every rock in the field as it gained speed. Her teeth began to rattle until, with
a final heave, the plane threw its nose into the air and they were airborne.
The rattling continued in the wind. Maddie arched her back and craned her
neck upward, hoping to get a glimpse out of the tiny window on her left, but realized the futility of her efforts as the bridge of her nose banged against the window's bottom edge. She was just out of reach. All she could see was blue sky.
All she really wanted to see was good ol' planet Earth.
Maddie turned her thoughts to more serious matters, thinking suddenly that
they might be her last. Maybe she should review all those instructions she's supposed to remember as she sails out the door of this plane. Let's see. She stared unseeing at the neck in front of her, trying to concentrate. Elbows and knees bent at
ninety-degree angles, straight out from the body. Lead with your head when making turns. Don 't look down at your feet or you'll start to tumble. Tumbling is bad.
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What else? Oh, check that thing they strapped to your wrist, what's it
called? Maddie turned her head and stared hard at the watchlike contraption on
her wrist, as if it would help her remember. Nope, she's forgotten what it was
called. Whatever. Just check it as soon as you 're out of the plane, and stable. She
felt suddenly annoyed with herself. Stable. Maddie wondered then if she'd
know when she was stable. She tried to imagine what stable might feel like
when falling ten thousand feet at over eighty miles per hour. Just remember to
pull the chute at five hundred, wait, five thousand feet. That's the important
thing to remember, dammit. Five thousand feet. She fidgeted and tried to move
her legs. Just how high were they going to take this thing anyway? It felt as
though she'd been sitting there for a week.
Maddie stared at the neck and noticed that it now had a goggle strap around
it. / should have my goggles on, she thought. She fluttered her hands around her
neck and groped until she felt them, then pulled them up and over her face, and
looked around to see that no one else had their goggles on. She pulled them off.
If I could just take a peek out that window I'd be fine, she thought.
The instructions began to form a jigsaw puzzle in Maddie's mind. This is
not good, she thought. Maybe it was just nerves. She ran her tongue over dry
teeth and realized then that she didn't really have to jump if she didn't want to.
It'll just be an expensive plane ride. She breathed deeply and felt calmer, realizing that she had this choice. It wasn't too late to change her mind.
Her instructor's voice blasted her right ear, causing her neck hairs to stand
on end. Maddie felt his hot breath on her neck as he explained in a loud, excited
voice how he just got certified as an instructor this week.
"Oh ... that's nice," Maddie said loudly, turning her head slightly to the right,
glad that he couldn't quite see her forced smile. He continued shouting in her
ear, saying that to get certified he had to complete five hundred jumps. "THIS IS
MY FIVE HUNDRED AND FIRST JUMP," he yelled. "YOU'RE JUST GOING TO
LOVE THIS!" he continued. "YOU'LL BE HOOKED. ADDICTED! JUST WAIT."
Maddie smiled and gave an exaggerated nod.
It dawned on her then that he was really gung-ho about this jump. She was
crazy to think he was going to let her wimp out on him. Maddie looked down at
the straps running across her chest and remembered that she was hooked up to
him! And the only way he was going to exit this plane was out the door at ten
thousand feet, with her in front. Why did she agree to this? Maddie looked
ahead at her new boyfriend Sam sitting in the front of the plane, and thought
about how she never believed he'd actually go through with this stunt. Now
here she was. How did this happen?
A sudden movement in the front of the plane caught Maddie's attention.
Five instructors were preparing to jump together. The pilot cut the engine, and
the plane dipped lightly, like an amusement ride, and Maddie felt it glide across
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the sky. The sensation heightened the drama being played out in front of her,
and her heart was pounding. The door of the plane slid open, letting in a blast of
wind, and a picture flashed in front of Maddie, of them all being sucked out,
one by one. She looked for Sam sitting up in front of the plane and felt sorry for
him. It looked like he was maybe six inches from the open door! He was close
enough to see right outside!
One by one the jumpers slid toward the door. Maddie watched them reach
for the outside edge, movements as casual as if getting out of a car, and hold on
with their fingertips. They talked and joked confidently, but only their laughter
reached the back of the plane. Three of them lined up on the door's edge and
dropped from view, one by one. As each of them let go, the plane bounced up
with the absence of their weight. Maddie closed her eyes for a moment and
imagined them out there, swimming through the air toward each other, linking
arms and legs to make those star patterns in the sky like in the videos they saw
earlier. She'd found it exhilarating and terrifying to watch.
The engine sputtered back to life and Maddie opened her eyes, feeling the
plane circle around. She looked toward the window, now thoroughly frustrated
at not being able to see outside. She wanted to rip these straps off her and stand
up and look out that goddamn window.
The instructor in front of the plane began motioning them forward at that
moment, his hands waving in the air. She'd been coached on this part. It seemed
then as though she'd stopped thinking. Her body reacted as if on autopilot.
Move forward slowly. Stand with your toes hanging off the door's edge. Wait for
your instructor to position himself behind you. When he taps your shoulder
hard, roll forward. Fall away from the plane, arms extended. Her heart was going to pop out of her chest. Oh God. She was having a heart attack. She had to
go to the bathroom. Oh God. Maddie watched Sam roll out of the plane. He did
it! Now she had to do it.
Maddie didn't know if she moved or was pushed forward. She only knew
she was getting closer to the door. Two by two, instructor and student, they all
rolled out of the plane. It was funny, suddenly, to watch. Why did she have to be
last? She was close enough to see out the door and she could sense the immense
height and now her toes were there in front of her, hanging over the edge, and
they sure did look big compared to that lake down there and she yelled something at the top of her lungs or maybe it was a scream and then she was tumbling. Just like diving off the high dive, only there was no splash.
The wind was so loud! Her goggles were going to rip right through her
brain and Maddie couldn't open her eyes! They were glued shut! Come on open
your eyes, she said to herself. She was squeezing them shut. Her whole body
was rigid. Then they popped open, and Maddie gasped, It's OK! She felt her instructor bumping around behind her. "I'm falling," Maddie cried. She heard her-
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self laugh and took in too much air and coughed. Maddie remembered she was
supposed to do turns. Maybe she was stable. The ground looked like a big map.
She watched tiny cars move like matchboxes along the road. She bent at the
waist and leaned her head to the left and couldn't feel herself tum, but now the
pond was gone. Where was it? She leaned to the right and it appeared again, a
little black speck. She'd have to find out later if she did the turns OK because
she still couldn't tell what the hell was happening.
Something banged against Maddie's wrist then, and she looked up and realized in a split second that it was her instructor slapping her wrist to remind her
to check that thing! The altimeter! She'd forgotten the most important part!
Damn! He pulled the chute and Maddie felt herself being shot upward like a
fish must feel being pulled from a pond. Then there was the most complete silence, before she heard his voice clearly in her ear. "HEY! HEY! WE DID IT!
WHOOA!" He was laughing. Maddie looked upward and saw a big, beautiful,
billowing white sheet flapping above them. Cool. She was safe. She might even
do this again. She swung her legs back and forth, as if dangling from a swing. It
felt so good to move them. Everything was so clear and silent. They floated
downward. "I'm gonna do this again," she said.
Maddie felt giddy and high for the rest of the day and chattered excitedly
with Sam, comparing notes. They even made plans to jump again, and Maddie
felt all week as though she might really go through with it until the following
Sunday night when she got a phone call from her mother, telling her in an excited voice to flip on the ten o'clock news. Maddie and Sam sat on the couch together and watched in stunned silence a videotape of the very same plane burning in a cornfield. That very same plane at Hinckley Parachute Center that they
had crammed into a week earlier had crashed, burning all of its ten passengers
to death. And it hadn't even gotten ten feet off the ground.
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RICKY MORENO

MAXWE LL STREET

It is early Sunday morning, and the gray March clouds above his head
make him hesitate as he steps out from his house.
He is clad in blue denim from neck to ankle, and he wears a black knit hat
tilted forward on his head so that it barely touches the hairs on his eyebrows.
He looks like some punk, a young Rocky Balboa with brown skin and a
large, beaklike Aztec nose.
The door closes, and he fastens the top button on his jean jacket. Under the
right breast pocket of the jacket, he had stitched with gold thread the word risk.
It was done long ago, back in high school, when he had thought he had a
point to make with the strangers he saw in the hallways and cafeterias of Tilden
Tech.
What an asshole I was, he thinks, and he touches the grooves of the thread
as if trying to bring something back.
It would surprise him every time he put his arms into the jacket's sleeves
that the thing still fit him; he had noticed a slight roundness towards his stomach, and he would rub it tenderly with his hands as if he were in the early stages
of pregnancy.
From where he stands, Pablo can see the light at the end of the tunnel. On
the other side of the tracks, he sees the Maxwell Street Market.
He walks into a viaduct towards the vendors and tables, hoping to find
something the yuppies hadn't already picked up for themselves.
You see, if you walk down 16th Street, heading west off Halsted, you'll find
all the colored murals the kids from the neighborhood painted some twenty
years ago.
There is Speedy Gonzalez standing eight feet tall; and a white Pegasus
making its way past the stars and planets of the Milky Way; Benito Juarez-noble leader of the Mexican people-wit h some large book in his hands ready to
fall into your lap; and pictures of this and pictures of that, until one would suddenly wonder what they had been heading towards in the first place.
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They're painted on the tall walls of the train tracks; imagine, if you will, a
layman's version of the Berlin Wall on the South Side of Chicago, some fifteen
feet tall and made up of stone and cement so old it dates back to the Great Fire
of 1871, stretching and stretching on both sides as if constructed of toy blocks.
Atop this wall rest the tracks of the commuter trains which run along its upturned belly like the lines of a zipper.
Tum your head towards Lake Michigan and watch the wall and its tracks
amble and slither their way into the mouth of the downtown skyscrapers, then
turn back to face the winds from the west. Glide your eye over the faded colors
of the walls and watch them disappear quickly from the comer of your eye, as if
they too were in a hurry to get somewhere.
Emerging from the darkness of the viaduct, Pablo passes a table filled with
used combat boots. He stops and stares towards the back of the table at a pair of
ivy-green boots some Marine would wear. He considers them for a moment,
doesn't open his mouth, and looks down at his Chuck Taylor All Stars: the
white rubber which covers the toes has been worn into a beaten brown. Wiggling the toes in his shoes, he turns away into a slew of fruit vendors. On both
sides of the street, men and boys, women and girls, pitch their fruit.
He buys a dollar's worth of yellow bananas.
Six for a buck. Not bad.
The weather is cool, making walking enjoyable to him.
He walks on for a little while, among all kinds of people bumping into
each other, then stops to consider a poster of John F. Kennedy sitting in the
Oval Office. It's faded and the comers are bent, but it's encased in a wood
frame and glass. He fingers the five-spot in his pocket, then decides against it.
"You got one of Carter?" he asks.
Some fat guy sitting in a lawn chair behind the table sucks his teeth and
says no.
"Thanks anyways."
Pablo turns with a little irritation.
"Hey, buddy," the vendor calls out. "I got Nancy Reagan in a red gown," he
whispers to Pablo like a pervert would to some kid in the park.
"A Democrat who is still breathing, please."
"Can't help you there. I wish I could, but I get Carter and he's the first to
go. I've been sitting on this Reagan for over eleven months. Eleven months!
Can you believe that? Nobody cares about presidents anymore. You interested
in Judy Garland?"
"Thanks, but no thanks."
Under the table, what looks like a tub sits covered in plastic.
"What is that?"
"This is a classic!" the man says. Very quickly he picks up the tub and
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places it on the table, dropping it on the Kennedy.
"This here .. .is a cotton-candy maker! My father, ..." he suddenly stops to
make the sign of the cross over his chest, " ... God rest his soul, would make us
kids a batch every Saturday morning. What a treat it was back then."
"Uh huh," Pablo nods. The guy is good, but not that good.
"It's yours for twenty!"
"Too rich for my blood."
"Fifteen and it's yours."
What the hell am I gonna do with this?
"Ten bucks and it's mine?"
"Ten bucks! What are you, out of your mind? This belonged to my damn
father and I'm not going to let it go for no damn sawbuck!"
"That's all I have," Pablo teases him and takes the bill out of his pocket. He
waves it in front of the man's face.
"Take it," the man says and snatches the ten from Pablo's fingers like the
head of a snake striking at dinner.
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CHARLESFRENOY

WHITE NOISE

Modem high schools got no clocks so I don't know what time it was when I
lifted my head from the darkness of my folded arms. The room was bright with
fluorescent light and echoing with laughter off the windowless walls.
"Just look at her!" A nerd in the desk next to me with bloody pimples was
pointing at Mrs. Miller at the front of the room. All the students in rows as neat as
com slapped their desks and howled. Her tall body lurched with sobs. She bawled
into her hands. It was always a gas to drive a teacher to tears, but Mrs. Miller
started bawlin' for no reason while reading out loud from Catcher in the Rye.
I closed my eyes, half-asleep. I couldn't remember my dream and felt the
underside of my desk for something to play with and kill time. I pawed hardened lumps of bubble gum, and then one mushy glob soaked with spit. There
was something stuck to it, thin and light as a baby's bone. I brought it into the
light-a joint.
"Somethin' ya find ain't necessarily lost, ya know," Bobby whispered in my
ear. I turned to see him for the first time, slumping back in his chair, bored at the
world goin' to hell. He sucked in a deflated pink bubble. His face was gray as
ash. "OK, I'll share with ya," he bargained, "but we can't stay." He snatched the
joint from my hand and reared himself up. I swung my legs out into the aisle.
Mrs. Miller fixed on me, and I froze. The pastels of her makeup were smeared
from tears. I wondered if I was to blame for anything. But she was smiling. She
tittered with the class, getting louder until she was louder than any of them,
making a shrill, swaying wail unlike any laugh. I followed Bobby out of the
room and shut the door.
Bobby patted himself for a light as we headed down the hall. He sized me
up and down. "You're new." He said it like he was telling me.
But nothing was new. I had seen everything, nationwide, from traveling
with a freelance salesman of a father. "Name's Pete." I stretched out a hand,
though it was my dad's name. It felt good to lie. Bobby ignored me, searching
the pockets of his oversized fatigue jacket. He cared less. My name was really
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Stewart. Whoever I was, was safe with him.
"You party, Pete?" Bobby shook his Bic close to his ear to hear if it was
empty.
"Hell, yes." I was sick of playin' it safe for Mom and Dad.
We shoved through the library doors. The librarian snake-eyed us, knowing
we had nothing to learn, as we made our way to the back of the room.
"Phil left that joint there cuz of a locker search, but it's only ditchweed.
Chickenhead's gettin' coke." Bobby caught some drool on his sleeve with the
thought as he munched his gum. He grabbed a history of fashion randomly off a
shelf for appearances and tossed it open on one of the big oak study tables
walled in by encyclopedias. A girl with blue eye shadow at the table next to us
shifted uneasily in her seat.
Bobby made kissy lips at her. "Is the world vulgar or is it me?"
She hiked back her chair in disgust, gathered her books, and left.
The librarian lifted her chin to make us out from the front of the library. "Ya
hafta give girls a reason to hate ya." Bobby pushed his long hair from his small
eyes as he sat down. "They'll hate ya just for bein', anyways. Hatin' them first
lets you keep some dignity at least-rememb er that." He ducked down out of
sight. A pack of football players in their burgundy and gold training suits
glanced at us and muttered from a far table. Bobby surfaced with his hands hidden and musty smoke trickling from his clenched lips. He knew somehow I'd
never smoked a joint in my life and tempted me in a hoarse whisper, "What,
you afraid?"
"Afraid of what?" I laughed. The football players smirked at us. I watched
the girl getting away from us, swaying her hips.
He handed me the smoldering joint under the table. We could just as easily
have slipped outside where no one might see. It was a dare to toke right in the
library. I ducked under and sucked a long hit that curled into a ball of smoke in
the back of my throat like something solid. I swallowed it and bumped my head
under the table, coughing it up. The gold inlaid encyclopedia spines on the
shelves shined suddenly like junk jewels within easy reach.
The girl was pointing us out from the front desk. The librarian wrinkled her
little nose, sniffing. A gray cloud of smoke hung over our heads in the fluorescent light.
"I don't need no girls, ya know." Bobby slowly opened and closed his
glazed eyes with the fact. "For me, certain kinds of wishes will always come
true. So what do I need with girls when all I got to do is wish for something I
can get?" He dug down through the loose buttons of his layered flannel shirts
and brought up a walnut-stained wooden Buddha, suspended plump and crosslegged around his neck from a shoelace. He felt for the rest of the string under
his hair and lifted off the charm. "Just rub the belly and make a wish." He saw
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the twirling idol in my eyes and twitched his thumb over the navel where the
stain was rubbed down to the natural wood. He leaned in close to whisper with
breath stinking of something rotting and bubble-gum scented, "But don't ever
tell nobody your wish. If ya do, it's no good."
A car horn bleated just outside a red emergency door at the back of the library. "That's Chickenhead," Bobby said. "Hurry up."
I felt the carved smile under my thumb, clasping the Buddha in my hands,
partly laughing and partly serious. The wood was warm and wet from both our
palms. I wished I would never have to move again.
The librarian was flipping up the counter of her desk to come out after us.
Bobby pinched inside his mouth for the wad of gum, squeezed it around the
joint, and stuck it under the table for anybody who might find himself there.
"Hey, burnouts!" one of the football players called out.
Bobby flipped them off and smiled faintly. They knocked over their chairs
to come after us.
We threw ourselves into the crash bar of the emergency exit. The door flung
open with the bell clanging. I blinked, half-blind in the daylight, though I kept
running across the grass parkway. I wasn't even sure now how many people
were chasing us.
Bobby grabbed his idol. "You ever been to Liberty Park?"
"I been everyplace," I panted.
"Bullshit. You don't know how to take a hit to get you nowhere." He sped
ahead of me. Chickenhead's black Mustang chugged at the curb with only the
front door open. I dove in through the open back-seat window. Bobby slammed
the door. Arms reached in grabbin' at me and I cranked up the window until the
arms retreated and the jocks could only punch the car and curse at us, their
faces tight with rage. "Dopeheads! Losers! Look, they're beatin' off in there!"
Chickenhead kicked the car into gear, and we squealed away from them
with spit rolling down the back window.
Kenny cowered next to me, licking his puffy, red chapped lips. "They don't
like us," he snickered. He packed a crude pipe that had been whittled in shop
class from cheap plywood. If we had to, it could be thrown out the window and
nothing of value would be lost.
"Who's this?" Chickenhead hung his wrists over the steering wheel. The
collar of his tarp raincoat was turned up like a vampire. His face bubbled with
acne when he turned to sneer at me.
"Pete," Bobby said and peeked around the headrest to see if Chickenhead
saw something bad in me that he couldn't. "He'll be cool."
We rolled down the windows on the main highway to let in the cold air. I
had learned already how to take a meaningful hit, holding the smooth pipe
down between my legs so the wind wouldn't snuff the flame. I came up breath-
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ing smoke. Kenny was eyeing me as he shivered in the open windows. "You
take awful long hits for a guest."
"You talk like it's your dope." Bobby stared at Kenny until he looked away.
Chickenhead was dashing his head around, checking his mirrors.
"What the hell, you'd swear somebody was after us," Bobby joked.
"Maybe there is." Chickenhead swept his long hair out of his collar. "I seen
this mother of a car wreck down here on Ogden, just before I picked up you
guys. I had to stop and watch with cops around and me with blow in my pocket.
I couldn't resist. Then I seen it was Rich Sake's pickup all smashed up and
smoldering with fireman's foam. Blood was streaming along the pavement so
you might think it was a gusher right out of the ground they couldn't stop. I was
just snortin' with him at Mike's house, too. There were ambulance guys, but all
they could do was watch, like me. One cop saw me watchin' though. He tapped
on the glass and bent down with his whole fuckin' head in my window. He
asked my business-you believe it?-my business. I almost wanted to tell him.
I think he knew though by the way I was sniffin.' He asked me to get out of the
car. So I just gunned it. I saw him in my mirror just standing there, not coming
after me. Maybe I was goin' too fast. Maybe he figured what was the use?"
"Hell, you got away." Bobby toked the bowl.
"You don't ever get away!" Chickenhead said it like he was insulted.
"Maybe for awhile. But you have to be on your toes all the time. You have to
watch your back."
"You was just runnin', man. You ain't done nuthin~' Bobby coughed on the
smoke. "Besides, my ma takes care of the cops~' He handed Chickenhead the pipe.
"Slob takes care of everything," Kenny explained shivery in my ear. His lips
were purple.
Chickenhead let go of the steering wheel to take a hit from the pipe,
cradling it in his hand and cooking it with his lighter. The car veered hypnotically over the center line toward a sedan driven by two stunned old people wailing the horn coming head-on. Kenny pointed over the front seat. "You're gonna
miss our exit!"
Chickenhead grabbed the wheel one-handed just in time and shot diagonally across two lanes. We descended an off-ramp into a few square blocks of
dilapidated houses under ancient shade trees. A sign faded and almost hidden
by overgrowth welcomed all newcomers to Liberty Park.
The sun was already half-mast by the time we got to Slob's house, a white,
paint-peeling dump slouching into its foundation. You could feel the sound of a
party, a dead-center beat thumping through the pavement as we stepped out of
the car. People crowded up the front steps, head-hanging losers, dingy squatters
passing through, skinny kids living in the backs of cars, pot-bellied bikers with
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faces giving way to creases. All of them wore layers of leather and faded denim,
hand-me-downs with shoulder-long hair and eyes stoned too thin to see.
We plowed our own path through the crowd, which closed up behind us as
soon as it was made. We mounted steep stairs, big-stepping over beer bottles and
badges of vomit crusted in the carpet. We made our way, balancing toe-to-heel in
the upstairs hall, through a shrinking passage of Slob's beauty magazines in
stacks and those good, sturdy cardboard boxes that you don' t throw away.
"Watch me spook Danny," Bobby whispered. He jumped with a karate
noise and kicked in through his bedroom door at the end of the hall. We all
stumbled into the room ankle-deep with rubbish. Only a small clearing remained where Danny scrunched cross-legged. He dropped the coke mirror he
was polishing and asked, "What the hell ya tryin' to do?"
"Just keepin' ya alert~' Bobby nearly slipped on some glossy porno magazines.
Danny was an older version of his little brother but with flat bangs hiding
his eyes. "I coulda broke it, ya punk." He lifted the mirror carefully.
"You worried you'll forget what you look like?" Kenny chuckled. Bobby
shoved him in the side of the head. "You makin' fun of my brother?"
"Did ya get it?" Danny spit on the mirror and wiped it clean with his loose
flannel sleeve.
Chickenhead took his time, kicking a spot clear. He hunkered down Indianstyle next to Danny and slipped his raincoat from his flabby white arms. He finally teased the baggie of white powder from an inside pocket. We all got down
cross-legged around the mirror. Chickenhead spilled the coke out onto the glass
and began cutting it into rough lines with a razor. We all leaned in close. The
clutter in the room seemed to be closing in around us, touching every part of
me. Kenny was brushing the hair away from his face like he was getting ready
for a date. Danny stroked his bristly chin. "Goddamn I been so hungry for this
shit, I could take it down so easy."
Chickenhead tapped the razor on the glass. "It only seems easy." He snorted
one generous line through a nub of a candy-cane straw and reeled his head back
as if from smelling salts. Danny snuffled a line passionately. His eyes watered
as he handed the mirror to Kenny. He snorted only half a line before he gagged.
He was never good at it, and his nose ran. Bobby snorted a line cleanly, not
leaving a single grain. He set the mirror down and got quiet like I found out he
always did when he took hard drugs. He scrawled up a hocker in his throat and
spit as he kicked through the trash to get to an overstuffed armchair piled with
debris by the window.
I lifted the mirror to my face. What would Mom and Dad think? I saw past
my reflection-the ceiling of the room was painted black like a night sky with
glitter for stars. There was so much they could never see. And there was no one
else. Someday they wouldn't even be around. I couldn't live for them. I had to
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focus on myself now. But all I could see were the magnified whites of my eyes,
red-veined like a road map, and the two huge holes of my nostrils. My gray
breath steamed the mirror and drifted the equal streaks of powder. I had to take
this line that was given to me.
It seemed I inhaled forever. My whole body unwound like a taut rag. I had
never been so suddenly cold, so cold it burned, then warmed inside me like
Christmas brandy. I toppled backward laughing. It was so wonderful. I found
myself just sprawling in garbage.
"Cops!" Bobby hollered. The red lights flashed through the window. He
flew out of the chair in a flurry of magazines and clothes. He cleared me in one
leap and wrenched out an old snare drum from behind a dresser. He started
down the hall whacking the drum with a wooden spoon calling the alert.
"Cops!"
I was on my feet somehow, sudden and reckless with instinct, chasing after
Bobby like he would know where to go. I could no longer see him ahead of me
as kids ran up the stairs and into the dark end of the hall. I collided with sharp
edges of tabletops, jabbing me in the sides, blunt obstacles clipping my knees.
A needle shrieked across a Metallica record and the music stopped. I stood at
the top of the stairs. The walls rumbled like they were full of rats as kids clambered into the basement, out the back door.
"Over here!" Bobby motioned to me from the dark end of the hall, standing
on a rickety table. He climbed up into an attic opening full of whispers. It was
such a small space. "I gotta find some other place to hide."
"This is the last, man. No time. Get up there!" The kid behind me had a
face so thick with acne I could barely make out his eyes. I thought how I might
accidentally touch him in the dark.
"Is all the minors hid?" Slob called up with a raspy whisper. She was an
enormous woman at the bottom of the stairs in a pink bathrobe drinking from a
champagne glass. Three billy club raps sounded at the front door. "C'mon!"
The kid behind me was hopping.
The table edge hacked my shins as I climbed it. I centered myself as the
table legs swayed under me, promising to give way if I made a sudden move. I
knew I couldn't keep my balance forever. I gripped the edge of the hole and
tried chinning up, but the edges cut into my fingers halfway, and I hung dangling over a drop that would not even hurt me if I let go.
Fifty hands reached from the warm blackness of the attic and grabbed my
arms. I squeezed my eyes shut and imagined myself strong, as strangers
dragged me in to save themselves. My legs scraped and banged along the
square edge before I came to rest across two laps, bumping my face on a
wooden beam.
The last kid dove up quick and easy. Bodies twisted and pushed to find a
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place. Light poured through the hole. "Close the hatch! " A hand appeared in the
light and slid the plasterboard panel over the opening. Darkness.
You could hear the TV still if you listened through the panting. Walkietalkies crackled outside through the thin attic walls. "They might search," a
voice whispered quickly to my left. We all smelled like the house, pot, and beer.
The last of the daylight through the hairline cracks of the roofboards striped our
faces like slaves in a net: a frightened eye blinked, a small mouth licked its lips,
then turned away. I felt myself in pieces, eyes and toes and fingers.
"What do ya think is gonna happen to us?" some kid's voice cracked a day
past puberty.
"Nuthin'. Don't be stupid," another voice whispered with a trembling confidence. "All they ever find is a big mess, which has nuthin' to do with the law.
They're lookin' for a culprit, so all they can ever do is search. You hafta believe
they won't ever find what they're lookin' for."
"Nobody's ever been found, right?" Puberty laughed for reassurance.
"Shh! Listen!" somebody said.
A cop spoke over his own radio hiss.
It was getting hard to breathe, like a hundred long-distance runners in the
small space. My heart beat no longer inside me; it pulsed in the dark, in the
mess of body parts and polluted breath and sweaty heat.
"I didn't get a chance to clean up," Slob apologized. The walkie-talkies got
closer. "Yes, all those cars out there belong to my older sons. They play that
damn stereo ... go ahead and check IDs for all I care."
" They're in!" somebody whispered.
I heard whispering near me quieter than all the other whispering. I could
see Bobby's Buddha clasped in two hands through the bars of fading light.
"Shh!" somebody hushed him.
The steps creaked as a cop came upstairs, rows of bottles clinking where he
stepped. The walkie-talkie hiss got closer.
"There's no party here, I told ya;' Slob protested. "It's just me and my children."
The cop said something no one could understand. Slob shut up.
We heard him wading through the trash into the dark end of the hall. A
beam of light slivered through the edges of the hatch square. We had to concentrate on being inanimate, like something discarded, something you would miss.
The cop said something about a disgrace. Then, "She's telling the truth," he
hollered just below us. "There's nothing."
It comes like a dream. When you're sure, right then and there you're going
to pass out, at that moment, the storm door creaked closed and shut. The whole
house sighed. A big, quiet breath released from the attic, the basement, the
hedges behind the house.
Car doors opened and closed just outside. Motors started. Tires kicked up
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gravel in the driveway, as if the police were rushing away from the awfulness.
Words were spoken now in the attic, but nobody listened-jokes, curses. The
panel was lifted off and a column of the filthy air in the house came up fresh
with light. Someone dropped the needle back in the groove, and the coffin
speakers vibrated the very timbers once again. A lighter flashed and crackled
behind me, a little fire lighting up a young, round face, a boy of nine maybe,
with lips still thin like a girl. He lit a pipe made from a fat, plastic, yellow tube,
a spare part from some childhood hamster cage.
"What happened to you?" Dad watched me standing in the door from the
depths of his armchair in the dark living room. The TV danced big shadows on
the walls like phantoms making fun behind his back, and shades of blue
changed on his face, though the sound was low.
"What?" I gazed at him amazed.
"Your leg, I can see it from here." He pointed with a tinkling half glass of
whiskey.
A black-cherry-red stain bloomed from a savage tear in my jeans from the
side of my knee to my thigh. I felt a dizzy shudder splitting me open from head
to toe like a peapod. "Oh that," I said, but I hadn't noticed it and couldn't feel
anything. "I ripped it on a door at Bobby's house. He's a new friend. I met him
at school today," I lied and stood frozen for a second to make some sense. "I
didn't know I was cut," I confessed, remembering banging around in the attic. I
wasn't sure now if it was a lie at all.
"How could you not know, for God's sake? Come here," he waved me over
with the glass.
I tried not to limp, though my leg felt too stiff to bend at the knee. He might
notice something, my pupils. I could at least look away. Mom was stretched out
asleep on the sofa. I couldn't remember how I made it home.
He leaned forward in his chair and set down the tinkling drink on the end
table patterned with shining, wet ringlets. He picked at the wound, separating
the frayed cloth, stale with dried blood, from the wet blood of the gash. I concentrated on the pink bald spot on the crown of his head to keep from feeling
myself being peeled away in layers.
"Does this Bobby smoke cigarettes?" He looked up at me trying to be
parental, his eyes glazed and sparkled in the dark like the ice in his tumbler.
"Yeah." I said it with a pathetic shake of the head. "Him and his dad like a
couple of chimneys. I must smell pretty awful." I tried to laugh.
"This isn't so bad," he said. The pried-open rip slowly fell closed when he
let go. His hands were still steady. Mom must have fallen asleep early.
"It just bled a lot."
He reached for his drink. "It wasn't a rusty nail or anything, was it?"
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"No," I said, and thought of all the rusty edges that could be in Slob's
house. I thought I saw him looking at my eyes.
"Are you sure?" he said.
"Sorry I'm late." I changed the subject.
He squinted at his watch. "It's only after six." He sat back in his chair with
a sigh. "It gets darker early now."
I had no sense of time anymore, and I couldn't know if suspicion was in
those shiny eyes figuring me out while I stood there with my hands in my pockets wanting to go to sleep, or if he was just beginning to spiral into that speechless end of nighttime drinking.
"Honey?" Mom lifted her head a little to see me. "Come here," she said
sleepily. I could taste pot ashes on the back of my tongue and held my breath as
I leaned over her. The TV light deepened the creases around her mouth. "Your
dinner is in the fridge. I've been unpacking since this morning. Your father had
a hard first day," she apologized for him. "We're just tired."
She let her head drop down. "School was good?" she said, almost not a
question, hoping for the answer she wanted.
"The same," I said, sitting in the other armchair set at a distance for guests
that never came. I didn't want to look too eager to get away from them. We
watched the news turned low so you could barely hear and just see the lively
pictures.
Dad was obliged to ask a question after awhile. "So this Bobby fella, he's
OK?" Like he knew something. But I had to stay cool.
"He gets by," I said casually, perfectly still.
He nodded. I realized he didn't have a clue, or didn't want to. We sat a long
time with nothing to say, like two uncomfortable strangers in a waiting room.
Dad drank slowly and methodically. Watching him, I began to feel so heavy and
exhausted from revelations, that I was sure I was oozing onto the floor, and
there would be no one there to see.
"Life is timing, Stewart." Dad rattled the ice in his glass and stared into it as
if it would reveal Fate like dice. "Not just arriving at the right place and time,
it's also knowing when to leave." He stared through me from his chair, his
mouth opening and closing slowly with his lazy eyes. "I know you can't see
when things change, Stewart. I know your mother can't see. But I have learned.
I have left a hundred cities just before they have died." He rolled back into his
chair. "You can feel decay. You can smell your own desperation in the beggars
who block your path. You can tell everyone is just about to surrender by the way
they walk in the street watching the ground as if it is the next thing to give out
from under them." He pointed at the blue illumined wall in front of us. "Those
big buildings have nothing to do with you or me. They won't let you in the door,
even when you give complete guarantees, by your word. You cut the asking price.
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You make any compromise. You sell ... cheap." He touched his moist lips as if
the word had escaped. He slid back into a smile.
"Only the hopeful stay in one place, Stewart. They wait for things to grow
in salty earth. They wait for steel mills to open. The hopeful are afraid to abandon the dying." He held his glass so delicately I thought he would drop it. "But
I know." He poked his chest with a bent finger. "Hope is fear that has learned to
look forward instead of backward."
He managed to sit up now as I rose with forced patience. "That's why we
move so much, Stewart. Please don't be angry with me with the way things are.
Please don't be angry."
I was already starting for the stairs because I had heard him before when he
was drunk and talking. I just wanted to get away from him, though I still couldn't
be sure how sober he really was, if he wasn't right now curious of my injury. I
made sure not to limp and my wound cracked open every time I took a normal step.
"Stewart," he said. I stopped and turned, telling myself not to confess to
anything. My leg was throbbing.
"Your mother wanted to know where you put the extra bottle of Scotch. She
found the first one, but the other one she thought maybe you had seen when you
helped bring in some of the stuff."
The empty bottle was on the floor by his foot. He didn't like asking the
question. "I don't know," I said. "Maybe in the garage."
"Yeah, maybe." He shrank back into his chair with a look of disappointment. It seemed he had already forgotten his words, my anger. He probably
checked the garage, and the kitchen cabinets, and tore into each and every unpacked box after Mom had dozed off.
I started upstairs to dress my wound. Maybe he didn't care about my leg or
about Bobby smoking. Maybe he was just biding his time to bring up his
courage to ask about the Scotch. Not that Dad is a drunk. He takes the tests that
come in the mail with bold letters on the envelope: ARE YOU AN ALCOHOLIC?
He laughs at the list of multiple-choice questions while Mom is cooking dinner
and he sits at the kitchen table, sorting through the mail. "These could apply to
anybody;' he says. But he is already deciding on answers with the tip of his
tongue between his teeth and a pencil in his hand. He nods to himself, smiling,
and puts a check in the box for the question that asks if he drinks every day, because he sets aside one day a week when he doesn't drink a drop. At midnight
you can hear him down in the kitchen with glasses and bottles.
And if it asks if he drinks in the morning he marks no, because he waits until exactly noon to suck down a whiskey. At dinnertime he tells us, appalled,
about a guy he saw who was drinking before eleven, and he shakes his head
knowing what that means.
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As for the question if he drinks alone-Mom is always there curled up beside him, mostly asleep or falling asleep watching TV. He pontificates to her
nodding, responsive face his opinions about all the events of the world, then
slurs more opinions to her as she sleeps.
When the questionnaire asks if he only drinks when he is sad, he marks no
because he drinks when he is happy, so happy he can't stop laughing; and the
whiskey makes his eyes water and burns his throat until he chokes. "The experts
are never wrong," he says and smacks the little paper in his hand with the back
of his fingers.
I got the first-aid kit from the medicine chest. I saw a bruise on my face in
the mirrored door like I had been in a fight. The hall was dark with precarious
towers of boxes outside the bright bathroom. I was safe. But I still worried that
somebody might come up the stairs and see me as an intruder, someone not
their son. Even though the coke was still coursing through me, I was feeling
more tired than I had ever been in my life. I could feel the swelling in my leg
now so bad it made me sick to my stomach. I stood a moment with my eyes
closed and let my whole body hum with a dull ache like a divining rod.
I slid my jeans to my ankles and eased down on the cold toilet lid. I parted
my knees. The cut slashed up the inside of my thigh, almost to the groin, clotted
with dried blood caked around the wet scab. I soaked a wad of tissue with peroxide and pressed the pad to the wound, stiffening against the sting. It didn't
seem like enough, and I poured on the peroxide straight from the bottle so it ran
off my leg, foaming, dripping on the tile. I thought I heard somebody fumbling
up the stairs, maybe Mom needing to see me one more time before she went to
sleep, or Dad struggling to bed with his blurred vision. I could smell myself
bad, smoke and sweat and blood. I smacked off the switch, shoved the door
shut. The cut burned like it was infected. I clenched my eyes in the dark and
wished nobody was out there.
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MARTINA CLARKE

DETOUR SPRINGS

Liddy Devlin was in Detour Springs just two days when she met Corky.
Liddy'd just split double time out of a cozy nine-to-five job in downtown
Cincinnati, running as far and as fast as possible from a company that planned
on owning her body and soul for thirty years, only to wave good-bye with a
pension and a retirement condominium in Florida. Thinking she might as well
slit her wrists if that's all she had to look forward to, she hightailed outta there.
Cashed in her bonds, took her meager savings out of the bank, and split. Booking the next flight out, she stuffed one suitcase full of art supplies-sable
brushes, a couple of palettes and small tubes of paint with names that spoke of
earth and sky: burnt sienna, cerulean blue, raw umber. She threw some blue
jeans and T-shirts into a second suitcase, donating all her expensive business
suits to the local hospital thrift store with a prayer to whatever god there was that
she would never ever have to wear anything like that again. She headed west.
Tired and cranky, landing in a brightly lit small town airport, speeding like
crazy on airline coffee, Liddy rented a brand new Buick and drove up an unknown mountain in the dark. She learned everything she knew about Detour
Springs, Nevada from a road atlas left in her bathroom by an old boyfriend. It
was 4,000 feet above sea level in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountains,
had an average annual temperature of 57~ and hosted a population of 256. She
didn't know a single solitary soul there and liked it that way, wanting to try on
danger like she would a new leather jacket.
Corky ran into her on the front steps of the post office. Liddy was gazing
down, pondering the size and shape of her own feet as they climbed the three
short steps to the door, suddenly amazed to feel someone slamming hard into
her, sending her flat on her ass, and knocking out her breath in one painful
whoosh of air. Liddy's left foot was skewed sideways under the white board of
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a bottom step; she shook her head twice to clear it and brushed gravel off the
palms of both hands. Corky ignored the fact she'd just sent someone flying ass
over elbows and was waving her hand furiously over her head, shouting down
the street after a departing pickup.
"Custom, you son of a bitch, this bag is short. Come back here dammit!"
Only after the truck disappeared around the side wall of the building did Corky
tum to inspect the damage.
"Sorry. Are you OK? Let me tell ya somethin'; don't ever make your ex
your connection. They will bum you every chance they get and laugh at ya
while they count their money and walk away. Men, I'm telling ya, they drive me
nuts." Corky bent and pulled awkwardly at Liddy's elbow, still staring down the
empty street. She finally turned fullface once Liddy had gotten to her feet,
smoothing a suede lapel into place. "Nice jacket," Corky said, "you sure as hell
didn't get it any place around here."
"You're right. I'm OK I guess."
Liddy turned her ankle but good and Corky invited her home for a cup of
tea. "Besides," she said, "if ya need a pain killer, I got something that'll fix ya
right up."
A short distance past the outskirts of town they headed toward the weatherbeaten steeple of an old church. Corky kept up a constant stream of questions as
they hiked uphill. "Where ya from? Whata ya do? Why the hell did ya pick this
godforsaken hole in the wall?"
"Cincinnati huh" said Corky, "yeah, I figured you for a flatlander," but she
looked impressed when Liddy told her she was a painter and came to the mountains to fulfill a dream she'd once had. "Me, I'm just an outta work cowgirl, trying to get by."
Liddy followed Corky up a shortcut over a rocky stretch that was more
gully than road and through a small gate, turning toward a moving van parked
in the side yard of the abandoned church.
"This is it," Corky nodded to the van.
"You live in a truck?" Liddy laughed and realized she was, for the first time
in her life, exactly where she wanted to be, scared but excited, on the verge of
something unnamed, light years away from the bland suburban existence that
had been her birthright.
Corky pointed to an old cable reel laying on its side under a cottonwood.
"Have a seat, I'll be right back. I'd invite ya in, but the place is a mess." She disappeared through the panel doors that stood open on the side of the truck, creating a
space so that the gold letters running along its side spelled out Murph 's Ex ess.
Liddy perched on the cable reel, rubbing at the skinned spot on her ankle. Soon
she heard the tinny whistle of a tea kettle and watched as Corky clanked her
way back across the yard, a tea tray balanced between two hands, a large, brown
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bottle snugged under one arm.
After settling the tray between them and pouring jasmine tea, she hefted the
bulky bottle tight between the crook of her arm and her breast and shook the
neck of the jar ever so carefully. A stream of multicolored pills poured into
Corky's flat palm and she laughed at the look on Liddy's face as she picked
through the pills. "Well, any of these will help, it all depends on whether you
want to keep moving or just feel like kicking back for a couple of hours."
Liddy leaned hard against a low picket fence that had been listing for a good
forty years, her eyes dancing between the wicked grin on Corky's face and the
tumble of pills she was offering. Using the tip of her index finger she nudged
through them. Small yellow octagons were muscle relaxers, lavender O's fivemilligram Valium, and there were several shiny black capsules hiding a speed
that'd keep you going for days. These were just the ones Liddy recognized.
"I have never known anyone who had this many pharmaceuticals at one time.
God, where do you get a stash like that anyway?" Liddy smoked plenty of reefer
and liked the aroma of good redbud just as well as anybody else, but the contraband contents of that jar made her real nervous. She felt a twinge of middle-class
amazement that a woman she'd met just a half-hour before was offering to share
a hoard that could cost them both ten to twenty-five in one of Nevada's maximum
security prisons.
"What are you, a cop? One of the things you'll learn around here is that
some questions are better left unasked 'cause they'll sure as shit be left unanswered."
Sunlight cascaded over their shoulders, turning Corky's hair a fiery golden
blond, making Liddy's sparkle with the iridescence of a crow's wing. Liddy
pinched a bunch of it up in her left hand and pretended to be looking for split
ends so she wouldn't have to meet Corky's gaze.
She stood up, fidgeting from foot to foot, kicking a stump of sage with the
toe of a sneaker. It occurred to her that if she didn't leave then she might find
herself getting a lot more adventure than she bargained for. "I gotta go. I really
oughta get back to my room. I've left some paint out. I don't want it to dry up."
"I didn't mean to scare ya," Corky said, flipping two muscle relaxers into
her mouth and washing them down with a gulp of tea. "But I guess I wouldn't
mind a nap myself. Come back later when you're finished. I could really use a
painting for my one wall. Maybe we could trade, ya know?"
"Yeah, sure, maybe we could. Well, see ya later, thanks for the tea." And
Liddy escaped back toward town as quick as her legs would take her, tilting
down the hill, small bits of earth and gravel rubbling beneath her feet, each step
a slide, thinking about the line of Corky's jaw and how she could possibly capture the intense blue of her eyes.
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She had taken a room in Detour Spring's only hotel, and a job, such as it was,
opened up there. Upstairs maid, Ed Grable's Golden Gate Saloon and Hotel. It
was a deceiving description, as she was, in fact, the one and only maid. In exchange for a morning's work Liddy stayed, rent-free, in one of the larger rooms.
It was equipped with an antique double bed, a large dresser with mirror, and one
extremely uncomfortable armchair. A tall, narrow window looked out on an utterly breathtaking view of the Sierra Nevada mountains. She had a little money in
her pocket, a place to squirrel away her few things. She'd never felt so free.
She learned a lot about people when cleaning up after them and learned to
read that look they got in their eye after they'd done something stupid. After she
mopped their puke out of the shower, or swept up used condoms from under
their bed, or chased curly little pubic hairs around the tile floor, most of them
couldn' t hold her gaze. To a maid, no one is as pretty as they seem.
She started her morning bouncing downstairs from the hotel into the bar,
tapping her fingertips impatiently as she waited for LeRoy, the day bartender, to
hand her the stockroom keys. "Hey, that guy in thirteen split without paying his
tab, go on up and see if there's anything left that's salvageable," he greeted
Liddy, flashing a grin he'd stolen from a corpse.
"Him? Good riddance, asshole smoked in bed when he was drunk. Left
about a hundred cigarette bums all over the spread and the carpet. We're lucky
we didn't all die in a fire."
"Think so, uh? Hang around here awhile, that won't seem like such a bad
way out." Liddy liked LeRoy but it got on her nerves that he always seemed to
be griping about where life had landed him.
Before the month was out Corky had Liddy on a steady diet of Bloody
Mary breakfasts and cocaine dinners. Early one morning on her day off Liddy
rolled out from between slightly grimy sheets to answer Corky's hammering
knock at the door.
"Hey baby cakes, rise and shine. We got things to do, places to go, people
to see. Unless you plan on spending this entire day with your head under that
pillow." Corky looked positively dazzling. Alice-in-Wonderland hair pulled
back at the nape of her neck, trim as a blade of grass, denim work shirt tucked
in neatly under a soft, brown leather vest, ready to take on the world. She was
tall and lean and muscular as a cowboy, even though the only thing Corky'd
ever done with a bale of hay is gotten her cherry popped on one when she was
sixteen and wore those Levi's tight, tight, tight. She still wore 'em like that.
Liddy was still waking to the sour taste of the previous night's revelry, hair
sticking out in fifty thousand different directions and her T-shirt plastered seethrough from a troubled sweat. Groaning, she ran back across the room and
threw herself sideways across the bed, stuffing her head under the pillow.
"God, why do I do this to myself? I'm not going anywhere till I drink a gallon
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of water and down about fifteen Tylenols." Waves of nausea billowed at the top
of her stomach with each breath and Liddy drifted back to sleep in an effort to
keep last night's tequila firmly in place. From a great distance she heard the
shuffle of Corky's boots backing out of the door, the click of the latch catching
softly.
Hours or days or minutes later Corky returned, a frosty glass of spiked
tomato juice in one hand and pills in the other. She pulled Liddy up into a
halfway vertical position, pillowing herself behind her on the bed, holding the
glass steady until Liddy's eyes focused long enough to grab it.
"Open wide, get this down and you'll feel fine," Corky said, rubbing the
back of Liddy's neck. "How do you get so sick? I was up every bit as late as
you were and I feel just fine. In fact I danced hours after you stopped. You need
to keep moving girl, keep your blood pumping so that tequila doesn't sit in any
one place too long."
She pulled a folded newspaper from her hip pocket and tossed it on the bed
next to Liddy. In typeface small enough to blind you was a classified ad circled
in red pen. Miss Dakota Sloan, Psychic, Tarot Reader, and Astrologer, find missing items, lost loves, change careers. By appointment only.
"Let's get a move on, you and I have an appointment."
Corky's old Ford pickup, all dents and bruises, jounced its way over,
around, and through the potholes scattered up the drive and Liddy got a nervous
knot in her gut as they approached the small frame house. Dakota Sloan opened
the door wide to their knock and a million dust motes floated in a wedge of yellow light, stirred up by the hem of her Indian print skirt.
With a turn of a silver ankle bracelet, she walked away from them, jingling
a multitude of jewelry from ears and waist and neck. It was a fat neck, folded
three times under her chin in plump crevasses that held a shimmery glow of
sweat and stale patchouli oil. Liddy was surprised at the woman's age, probably
close to seventy, and by the shock of shoulder-length gray hair sweeping in
waves off her forehead.
First Liddy, then Corky stepped hesitantly over the threshold, a glance of
amusement passing between them as they took in the books and newspapers
piled floor to ceiling. Row upon row of shelves held boxes of buttons, a collection of long-dead insects pinned carefully on velvet, red pins protruding from
their surface around unidentified locations in an indecipherable pattern.
The psychic affixed a pair of thin wire-frame glasses around her face.
"Please sit," she said, waving a pale hand toward the tattered loveseat facing her
and grunting with satisfaction as Corky and Liddy sank deep into the broken
springs. Closing her eyes, the woman held out both hands, palms up.
"I need to touch your presence, your essence. Give me something to hold
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that's a part of you, something precious to you, something that lies next to your
body." Liddy slipped off a gold scapular she wore under her blouse. Corky
tugged at her grandmother's amethyst ring.
Miss Dakota, holding the circles of gold and stone, twirled her head as if
listening for a message from her callused fingertips, up through the inside of her
wrists, following snaky blue veins to her heart.
"The first scenes come to me resurrected from your past, a distant connection in a feeble light. They have no beginning, they are full of gestures disconnected from meaning, darkened waves of form, shape merely implied. Theimages pass quickly, not belonging to one world or the next, suggestions of movement which overlap complexity of light."
"The suspense is killing me," Corky said too loudly. Liddy shook one hand
at her to hush but Miss Dakota continued staring wide-eyed at the space between their heads, giving Liddy the eerie feeling someone was standing behind
them. She shot a look over her shoulder but there was nothing there and she felt
a chill along the length of her spine.
"We'll be here all day, Liddy," Corky said again, impatiently.
"Shhh, Corky. She's watching something happen."
The psychic ignored their whispered chatter and continued.
"Your own dreams will sometimes tum you away from wherever you were
headed. There are those that see the present frozen and immobile. They haven't
yet learned to read their dreams. It is in the dream state that the future becomes
particularly clear, precisely defined from the past.
"Surrender to the flow," she continued. "It will carry you as far as you need to
go, float you over the hidden rocks. We are all rivers flowing down to the sea
which is one. Let the universal light flow into and through me," she prayed. "You
will use me as a beacon, a flame for your heart to follow step by step in appreciation of the dance. It's not so much to seek, as to let go of the desire to have."
Corky turned fullface toward Liddy. "What the hell is she talking about?"
With a loud crack of palm against table, Dakota flashed her eyes wide and
glared into Liddy's terrified gaze. "I see airplanes and paintbrushes, a dark man
on a white stallion, round pebbles of gold, and an arch across the sky. You will
continue to travel for a long time. Just when you think the journey has ended,
your heart will seek another destination."
"Well I just got here. Are you saying I'll be moving again soon?" Liddy
asked, wondering how the woman knew that Detour Springs was starting to feel
really tight around the waist.
"Don't be afraid, find the courage inside yourself. Look to the empty space
inside of you for your answers."
Softly, ever so carefully, she turned to Corky, a flash of pain creasing the old
woman's tired face. "I see a warning. You are surrounded by the colors of red and
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black, you live in nights that glare with the brilliance of day. But a clock has
stopped. I see poison and death. It is not too late, balance can change everything."
Dakota Sloan held Corky's eyes in one long stare and Corky licked her lips
several times. Liddy thought she was about to respond with something sarcastic
but when the spell was broken Corky merely dropped her gaze and said nothing. The psychic reached under her chair for a deck of cards and splayed them
face down on the table.
"God, whata waste of ten bucks," Corky muttered under her breath as she
shoved Liddy out the two-by-four door, gulping fat slices of blue sky mountain
afternoon air. The two of them hustled away from Miss Dakota and her creepy
witch-doctor house. "I can't believe she told me that. Aren't there laws about
that? I mean, you can't just go around telling people they're gonna die. Jesus.
Poison. Great, just fuckin' great. Ya'd think if she wanted any repeat business
she'd make up something nice to say. Let's check out the Horseshoe while
we're on this side of the hill. I need something strong to wash this bad taste
outta my mouth."
Liddy shrugged and followed. She couldn't understand what Corky was so
bent about. Now that they were back outside with the entire world stretching
open before them, it seemed just like another game, another spontaneous diversion from cleaning wads of grime and dust from other people's lives. "Whatever, Corky, you're driving. Today I'm a captive passenger to your every whim."
She watched Corky white-knuckle the gearshift into reverse and had to catch
herself with one hand against the cold metal of the dashboard as Corky gunned
the pickup down the driveway, bouncing through every pothole.
They spent the next four hours in a smoky little bar on the outskirts of Carson City, slugging down vodka and tonics, big ones, doubles, in the largest glass
the beehived bartender could dig off the back shelf.
"What the hell kinda shot was that?" Corky hollered to three pool players
from her perch on the edge of a bar stool. "Man, you shoot pool the way old
people fuck." And a two-hundred-fifty-pound walking-talking out-a-work truck
driver looked back at her, turning red and swigging another gulp of rye whiskey,
handing the cue to one of his partners, knowing without a doubt that there was
no way in hell he could take a decent shot with that snooty-nosed bitch hawking
him like that. Corky wrestled the pool table away from them using nothing at all
but her drop-' em-dead smile and an occasional glib jibe to embarrass first one,
then the next, till they all but begged her to rack the balls and leave them alone.
Liddy couldn't believe her eyes, following every move like a kid watches a
spider, fascinated but repulsed by Corky's nonchalant vulgarities. Corky made
fun of her naivete. "Liddy, don' t worry about it. I didn't hurt their feelings, honest. Anyway, fuck him if he can't take a joke."
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Finally, setting a sweaty glass of watery ice down on a dirty window ledge,
Liddy'd had enough. "Corky, I'm tapped out. I've been sucking on the same
three ice cubes for the last half-hour. I can't play pool worth shit and this place
is looking smaller and smaller every second. Let's beat feet."
Corky grinned at her then. Laying a pool cue across the width of the table,
listening to the rattle of wood on felt as it rolled side to side in the palm of her
hand. "I hope you don't think the night's over yet. We have just begun, darlin'.
Really, we have just begun. But we wanna make sure we're spinnin' on highoctane fuel."
They climbed into the old beater for the third time that day and made their
way back to Highway 50, Corky driving like a madwoman and Liddy hanging
on for dear life around every bend in the road.
"Fuck her, Liddy, fuck her." Corky downshifted into second, engine chugchug-chugging back up the hill, taking the bends hard and lean. "Fuck her and
her goddamn black and red poison."
Liddy had to take a second to figure out what Corky was going on about.
"Not poison, Corky. It was colors. She saw 'the colors of black and red, night
the brilliance of day and poison."' The psychic's words echoed in the cab between them.
"Well fuck you too, and the fucking white stallion your prince is gonna ride
in on."
"Hey, don't blame me, the woman read her cards and told you what she
saw. It's not my fault our fates got shuffled up like they did."
Air blasted in through an open window, fogs of pot circled their heads as
they passed their last joint back and forth between them, not bothering to keep it
down, blowing smoke like there was not a chance anyone in a passing car could
see or would care what the hell they were doing.
"If Custom doesn't have any more reefer, we' 11 go back down the hill and
find somebody who does." Liddy laughed even though she thought Corky more
than a might touched. She began to count bills out, one at a time, on a shaky
knee. "Hold this thing on the road will ya, we're not at a goddamn kitchen
table. We've got fifty-three dollars, we need sixty."
"We can make a deal. Custom'll let us trade for a lousy seven dollars."
Brushing the flat of a hand across the top of her head, Liddy stared out the
window and thought about how she would paint the lonesome desert landscape.
There, that, right now, those shadows in the crevasses, the darkened green-black
of the sage as night was corning on.
"Night's corning on," she finally said aloud, speaking to her own reflection
in the window. "I can't believe we wasted an entire day in that hole. Did that old
bag upset you that much? She was a fortune-teller for God's sake, Corky, she
only wanted to give ya your money's worth."
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Spinning into the turn the truck leaned hard left. Liddy's wrist cracked as she
shoved back at the dash. Getting angry, she tried to keep balanced. The road
twisted and came round and twisted again, now hard right, barn against the door.
"Slow fucking down. You trying to get us both killed or what? Jesus, Corky, you
won't need any fuckin' poison if we both die out here on the highway."
Corky pounded once on the steering wheel with the side of a clenched fist.
"OK for you Miss Cinderella, saved by fucking Prince Charming. Me? Me? I
get death."
Night was falling fast now, black and dark, and one red light called glumly
from a solitary window as they made their way up the back road that led to
Custom's.
"No one's home, Corky," Liddy said, relieved and hoping they might finally
be able to call it a day and go home. She was still thinking about the shadows
folded into the side of the sage-covered hills and wanted to replicate it in a wash
of paint on canvas.
"How do you know? A lot of times Custom sits in the dark, too much light
bothers his eyes."
"I'm telling ya, no one is home, I don't know how I know, I just do, that's
all. His dog's not barking, no trucks in the yard. This here, dear, is one aborted
mission. We'll just have to get by on hot tequila and cold coffee I guess. I forgot
you were such an expert on Custom's personal habits. You been rubbing bellies
together again or what? Come on, fess up."
Ignoring the voice rattling at her from the other side of the darkened cab,
Corky swung a curve wide around the house to Custom's back shed. They both
heard it at the same time, the pounding beat and Jim Morrison dying one more
time into a microphone and out of Custom's three-thousand-dollar stereo system.
A bare bulb lit the interior of the shed, bright and yellow against the silhouette of the sky. Custom had an engine pulled up on a cherry picker, his dusty old
dog came tumbling across the yard toward them, yapping and snarling, fur
raised the length of his back. When he recognized Corky he began leaping
around in circles, tail wagging, rolling around in the dirt at their feet so someone would scratch his belly.
Custom met them at the door and took the beer they offered, tearing one
from the plastic rings. He opened it with a soft tssh and tickled the foam from
the top of the can with a fine-looking mustache. With the studied air of a man
holding the world on a string he winked at Liddy and reached with one hand to
pat Corky on the ass.
"Out looking for trouble are ya ladies? A wise old Chinaman once told me,
don't go lookin' for trouble 'cause it will surely find you."
"Custom, we're short. Let us buy a bag light for fifty-three bucks, or I'll
owe it to you." Corky tried on her most winsome smile.
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"I might be able to help you out but it'll cost you. Know what I mean? It's
gonna cost you, nothing's free in this man's country."
Liddy found Custom incredibly handsome but hated his "I've seen it all"
swagger. She counted out the cash, laying the bills flat against the hood of a dismantled 280Z.
Shaking his head, Custom wrapped both arms around Corky, bending over
and kissing the length of her neck like he was making love to an all-day lollipop.
"There's all sorts of methods of reimbursement I can think of that have absolutely nothing to do with money." Corky spun out of his grasp. "Come on,
Liddy, let's go, this isn't the only game in town," but when she hesitated by the
door, Custom lured her back by pulling out a pipe and stuffing the bowl with
some sensimillian. Waving the baggie in front of her he teased, "It's all the way
from Panama."
She moved beside him then, one hand rubbing the small of his back, just
above his belt, the other reaching around to take the pipe from his hand. "Come
on, daddy, just a puff." Custom caught Liddy's eyes over the bowl and smiled at
her, his face grimaced in a deep inhale. "This," he coughed, "is some really
good shit, Liddy, you gotta try it."
Liddy shook her head no. Custom was really starting to give her the creeps.
Corky took hit after hit. The hysteria of her laughter was rising with the clouds
of smoke. Liddy wandered around the shed, picking up strange mechanical contraptions, flat lengths of iron circled with wire. She wondered what they might
be used for. She heard a muffled conversation between Corky and Custom and
turned to see him leaning against the back fender of the car, his jeans puddled
down around the tops of his boots. Corky's head bobbed up and down, up and
down, while Custom held it hard against him with one hand. His head was tilted
back and he peered at Liddy from eyes that weren't quite closed, grinning a little grin. Liddy said, "Jesus, Corky," but they ignored her and she ran out to
jump in the truck, started the engine, and turned the heater up full blast against
the chill of the mountain night.
After all that, it wasn't what Corky'd done, Liddy just got tired of playing
the game. She got tired of the all-night, into-the-next-day parties, tired of washing hours of cigarette smoke out of her hair, tired of the blue shadows that
formed under her eyes and refused to go away. It occurred to her one afternoon
when she woke up, still in the clothes she'd worn for two days, that it didn't have
to be like this, she had a choice. Liddy finally said, "No, not this time, not me."
One night, months after she'd quit the job at Grable's and had hired on as a
change girl at the Silver Bucket casino, Liddy came home to her little room
with tired feet but good tips and finally told Corky no. "You go if you want to,
Corky. I'm staying home. I'm done in, tuckered out. I feel, as the cowboys say,
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like I've been rode hard and put up wet." She flopped ass side down on her bed,
legs splayed and fell back against the pillows, staring at the ceiling as Corky
stood in front of the dresser mirror and fiddled with her makeup, floating on
new blush and meticulously applying another coat of mascara. She was going
up the hill to a nightclub with Custom and was all perfume and flying blue
scarfs. Corky nodded at Liddy in the mirror, thinking what a drag she was becoming since she'd gotten a regular job.
"You were a lot more fun when you weren't working, Liddy. God, anybody' d think you actually owe those people something. They're gonna walk
you around that casino till your legs fall off and all you'll get for it is sore feet
and a bigger shoe size."
Liddy ignored her, tabulating her total day's wage as she stared at the lattice
of lathe and plaster in the ceiling above her. She got fifty from the guy who'd hit
on the dollar slot, plus twenty from the old lady who left her purse in the second
stall of the ladies' room. I'll actually be able to put something in the bank this
week she thought, feeling for the roll of bills in the front pocket of her jeans to
make sure she hadn't dropped it, or left it behind in her rush to get home.
"Come on, Liddy, I'd go with you," Corky whined. "We'll meet Custom up
in Tahoe or go anywhere you want. I'll buy if you fly."
Liddy rolled up on one pillow, now in a half-lean, realizing just exactly how
often she'd heard Corky use those same words or something to that effect. She
began slowly unbuttoning her blouse from the top, watching Corky watch her.
"When I get out of these clothes," she told her, "I am going to walk naked
into the bathroom, fill the tub with steaming hot water, and soak until my wrinkles have wrinkles."
Corky had pulled her silken hair from the knot at the nape of her neck. It
billowed in unaccustomed waves around her face. One slender, stockinged leg
slid, holding a pointed toe poised over a black pump that had fallen to its side.
"Liddy, you are really and truly getting to be an old lady. Thi is three
weeks running you've missed a Friday night." Corky pulled a brown glass vial
and her driver's license out from the folds of a small purse. She chopped a trim
line of coke on a plate in front of her. Holding a tightly rolled twenty pinched
between thumb and forefinger, she motioned Liddy over. "Here, have a taste,
it'll cure what ails you."
Liddy stretched up from the bed, stripped off her jeans, and reached for a
bathrobe hanging behind the closet door. "Nope, not this time. Thanks anyway.
Not me, I'm taking a bath." She drew the soft cotton over her naked breasts and
hugged both arms across her chest. Pulling the door of the small room open,
Liddy stepped down the narrow hall and called over her shoulder, "Have fun
though. Tell Custom I said hi."
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front teeth and tasting a fog of ether roll down her throat. Stunned for a moment, she was caught in an instant of arousal that pushed down from her head
and chest, down, down, fast, through her legs, to the soles of her feet. Every
color in the room stood up and shouted at her: red, yellow, a vibrant, nightmare
blue. Each object was delineated with a giant black line, every chair stood in
stark relief to the space surrounding it. The Indian pattern woven into the blanket on the bed began to wave, one yellow stripe rolling over and over upon the
multicolored stripes below.
Corky, overwhelmed with severe claustrophobia, a cold sweat pouring
down her back, pushed herself upright and stumbled out onto the balcony. Her
legs floated a hundred feet above the ground below, her head disconnected from
her body, ears ringing. Taking consolation from the vast landscape of the mountains, mesmerized by the enormous canvas of uncounted constellations in the
pitch-black sky, her hands trembled on the railing.
Custom laughed in the room behind her. She couldn't believe he was laughing. "Great stuff, isn't it? I knew you'd like it, it's great stuff."
The phone rang then and she heard Custom answer. "Yeah. Is it the same?
It better be. Corky and I have a date and I don't wanna be wasting my time with
a wild goose chase for any of that stepped-on shit. Yeah. I'll see ya in fortyfive." Hanging up the phone he followed her out onto the balcony. "We've got a
slight change in plans, baby. One quick trip down the hill and then we'll party
on. I'll make it up to you, honest, I swear, you pick the place. Anywhere you
want, honest."
She continued staring out over the mountains, knowing it wasn't true,
knowing without a doubt that once they started they wouldn't stop and that
she'd left any hope of escape back there in the hallway when she knocked on
the door, or maybe way before that. Maybe she lost it all the first time she said
hello to him. She trilled each fingertip along the railing, both hands spread octave wide. "Sure, Custom, why not? Let's go, why not?"
Liddy didn't see Corky for days but heard from the scuttlebutt around Detour Springs that she and Custom were back together, on a long run of late
nights and bad habits, both of them in rare form. In the few spare moments of
her Sunday night shift, she thought about the two nighthawks, wondering if she
regretted not flying up the mountain with them one more time, her pulse racing
at the thought of that line of coke she'd passed up.
She shrugged the forty-pound weight of a change belt off her tired hips and
thumped her card into the time clock. The belt was loaded with exactly fourhundred dollars of rolled quarters, dimes, and nickels. A minimum of fifty silver
dollars filled a large front pocket. Counting out the folded bills she kept
wrapped around her middle finger, Liddy shook her head to rid herself of the
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maddening syncopation of canned Dixieland and taped Sinatra that dogged her
every single step of her shift. Walking through miles and miles of gleaming slot
machines, she'd grown hoarse calling nonstop, "Change, change, change here,
change."
She heard a hst, hst behind her and without turning, knew it was Corky.
And Corky was cranked, wired for sound, hair wild. The lovely silk jacket she'd
flung over her shoulder a few nights before was now a wrinkled mess. She
stepped within inches of Liddy's face and smelled strongly of beer and day-old
clothes.
"Liddy, loan me some money, would ya?" Corky 's voice was tight and she
kept swallowing hard, as if something caught in her throat. She dropped it like a
casual request, like asking to borrow her lipstick, or hairbrush, but Liddy knew
Corky was desperate.
"Get outta here. You know I don' t get paid again till next Friday. Besides
I'm finally getting back out of the hole. I don' t have money to throw around
right now, Corky." Liddy slid the change belt from where she'd rested it on top
of the time clock and started to walk down the hallway to the locker room.
From the doorway behind them she heard a wave of laughter from the regulars
still at the bar, the distant groan of a vacuum cleaner as the Silver Bucket prepared to close for the night. The tap of adding machine keys floated out of the
manager's office and the paper tape whirled its magic numbers for the accounting ledger.
"Come on, Liddy. I know you've got to have at least two-hundred dollars in
that change belt. Come on, fifty bucks, please? I'll have it back to you tomorrow, come on."
Liddy twisted away from Corky 's outstretched arm, amazed at her audacity.
"Shut the fuck up, Corky. Roger's sitting in his office, right there," pointing to
an open door not ten feet away. "If he sees you in here I'm in trouble and if he
counts me out tonight and the belt doesn' t tally, I'm outta here. I'd be lucky he
didn't get my ass thrown in the slammer."
It happened fast. Corky jerked one end of the belt out of Liddy's hand and
for a second it stretched taut between them, she and Liddy doing a hesitant chacha. Corky won the brief tug of war, a whacked-out expression on her face , one
shaky hand digging out the folded bills from the front pocket. Liddy, stunned
silent and frozen, watched as Corky split the wad in half, shoved one pile back
in the belt, the other into her purse. Liddy finally lunged to grab her but Corky
spun out of reach and waltzed out the door, whistling like she hadn't a care in
the world.
Not looking right or left, Corky marched straight for the exit, ignoring the
calls from the bar to "stick around for a while, have a drink, Tom's buying."
Laughter and lights fading behind her, she began to run for the door, almost as
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high from the theft as she would be shortly from one more spoon of crank. She
threw her purse into the car and leaping into the seat next to Custom, said, "OK,
I got it. Let's get the hell outta here." Custom patted her knee. "Good girl." He
revved out into the street without looking for oncoming traffic, whistling under
his breath, happy now they would make their connection.
Fumbling for the remaining cash, Liddy simultaneously counted what was
missing and added her day's tips to see if she could make up the shortfall.
Corky had grabbed $125 and she had $80 in her pocket. She pulled that out and
folded it into the change belt. Suddenly feeling very tired, her heart hammering
with fear and anger, she hung the belt in her locker alongside the black vest that
had her name and the Silver Bucket logo stenciled across the back, spun the
lock into place, and darted past her boss's office.
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ROBERT KOEH LER

THE ORD ER OF SIAM

The refrigerator-cold recreation room in the basement is Jake's retreat from
the summer heat. Damp and ill-lit, it's his place to dream; he seeks it by instinct
this afternoon, back from a Little League game, covered with sweat and aching
from a spike gouge just below his left ankle. He shivers as the shadowy room,
with its smell of naugahyde and pine, claims him.
So much to dream about!
Jake tosses his mitt onto the large, rectangular couch covered in yellowish
fake leather built into the east wall, flops down next to the mitt, and takes off his
r
shoe and sock, the sock tom where the fat first baseman for Healy Radiato
the
off
leading
nicked Jake on the instep with a steel spike as he ran past, Jake
fifth (and final) inning of a close game, bouncing the ball to the shortstop whose
throw to first was wild. The leaping first baseman came down on Jake's foot
just as he crossed the bag ... a burst of hot pain, anger, as he overran the base and
stumbled six feet up the foul line ... what's that kid doing with steel spikes? But
o
there's the ball, rolling into a clump of bushes. Jake heard a sudden crescend
of cheering and screaming from his team's bench, including a shrill chorus of
to
enthusiasm from those girls who had wandered over and attached themselves
the
with
heck
his team. He picked himself up and scrambled toward second, to
pain, dragging his left foot which was partially out of its shoe, then in frustraa
tion kicking the shoe off and diving, diving into second base, belly first in
geyser of dust, safe by a mile!
And now Jake relives that moment of ungainly heroism: getting to his feet,
wiping the dust off thigh and belly, slipping his aching foot back into its shoe,
absorbing the squeals of excitement from the McBride Funeral Home bench ....
His team hasn't won a game all summer and it didn't win this one either. The
next two batters strike out and the third one pops a fly ball twice as high as the
nearby trees, but the first baseman, the fat one with the steel spikes, picks it out
of the sun in short right field for the third out as Jake limps across home plate

Robert Koehler

231

with what would have been the tying run.
Jake stood on home plate with his foot and hip bone aching as the girls
strolled past on the other side of the backstop, all freckles and ponytails and
bare thighs, and one of them paused, stuck her face up to the rusty screen, and
said, "Too bad you lost."
And that is the moment Jake savors forty-five minutes later on the naugahyde
couch in the cold, dark rec room, fingering the purple and red wound below his
ankle and seeing her face as a sudden breeze whips a dark lock of hair across her
forehead. He is unable to control his excitement about her...wonders what her
name is ... black-haired girl with the pink blouse and white shorts and sandals,
poised supplely behind the backstop smiling at him.
So much to dream about! Glory and girls, spikes and smiles. Jake is only
eleven, not quite sure it's permissible to like girls yet but liking that one, feeling
his heart swell and imagining himself diving for some reason, diving to protect
her... from that first baseman maybe, the big ox with the crew cut and steel
spikes. He's chasing her and Jake has to dive to save her; he tackles the evil slob
around the shins, bringing him down so hard he vanishes. In gratitude, the girl
falls in love with him.
Jake lies back on the couch, savoring the fantasy, but it quickly fades in the
cold room .... She turns from him and runs to join her friends. The moment
is
gone, it meant nothing at all. His ankle hurts and he feels the artificial leather
stiff and clammy against his skin.
His father's angry voice filters down from upstairs, interrupting his
thoughts.
"For cryin' out loud, Rita. Can't you give a man a little room, just a little
room?"
Jake gets up and walks restlessly to the table in the center of the room covered with miscellany: his mother's papers, Bible and reading guide, his brand
new Boy Scout manual, a battered green radio. Maybe the Tigers game is on.
He turns a knob and the room fills with the last strains of the Speedway
79
gasoline jingle, followed by crowd noise and the announcer's voice: So the
Tigers are down by five as we head into the bottom of the seventh. ...
Jake has a stomachache all of a sudden. So much for his dreams. It occurs
to him it hasn't been a very good summer at all, that something mean and miserable and hopeless is clinging to it. Harvey Kuenn's in a batting slump, the
Tigers are mired in mediocrity below .500, and the Russians are pulling ahead
in the arms race. (Russ test-blast intercontinental missile; payload could reach
Detroit.)
And then there's his dad, who has had a stroke and now all of a sudden he's
rickety, fragile, ready to pop. He's not supposed to yell or get mad, but he does
anyway. Jake hates to think about this. His memory of what happened three
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months ago is already fragmented. They were at the park. .. and then ... and then
they were home, and Dad said he couldn't go to the baseball game and Jake had
to call Vic Lassiter and tell him they couldn't go ... and then it was a couple days
later and they were visiting Dad at the hospital and Mom was saying he had a
stroke. A stroke ....
A hush, almost a reverence, surrounds the word the way the adults in his
life say it, like it's holy, sent by God. Stroke. Even though the word says itself
quickly, its heart is long and heavy, pulling a moan out of you. "Ohhh .." But
then the word is said and gone and no matter how many times you say it again,
stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke, you can't make it explain anything.
He hates to think about all this but he can't help it because nothing's going
right this summer, nothing's taking his mind off the misery in his family. Even
though Alfred is moving around pretty well with his cane these days, the sadness just beyond his smile will break your heart; and his face has bloated up, the
flesh has sagged, crow's-feet have etched themselves around the eyes. You don't
want to look too closely at him.
Jake thinks about the ball game he and his dad missed last May, how it was
never recovered. He's only seen Vic Lassiter once all summer and isn't sure
they're friends any longer. When they ran into each other by accident at the
park, Vic was a smart-ass: "Hey, Bower, when you hear the air-raid sirens,
you'll have exactly three seconds, just enough time to- bend over, stick your
head between your legs, and kiss your you-know-what good-bye!"
Fretful summer of 1957, ground zero summer, a sense of permanent disappointment setting in. And Jake doesn't want to listen to his parents but can't
help it, their voices come through between every call of ball and strike.
"I'm not trying to pressure you, dear. I'm not saying 'Give me a timetable.'
I know this is difficult."
And that brings Earl Torgeson to the plate. Torgy, 0 for two today, is batting
.252 on the season.
"It's a miracle you're doing so well. You know I think that. You know I'm
proud of you."
Swing and a high fly ball, lifted deep to left center. ..
"I think this is important. I mean, what happens next. Your job may be too
strenuous for you. Dr. Newcomb said ..."
... caught at the warning track. Three up, three down.
"Dr. Newcomb... To hell with Dr. Newcomb! To hell with all of them, and
that one especially, nickel-plated bully, know-it-all with his soft hands and clipboard. Ties a man up in knots, that one, makes you feel two feet tall, makes you
feel like a child. I don't care if he is a Lutheran. I don't care if he's the goddamn
Pope. He's not God almighty...."
Jake clicks off the radio and climbs the stairs, planning to run out the side
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door to the back yard.
"What I'm saying, dear, is that maybe I should consider going back to
teaching. If you can't return to what you were doing ... I mean, I know that you
want to, but if you can't...""
Jake pauses at the door.
"All I'm saying is that I need to get in touch with the Dearborn School
Board. If I'm to be hired for the fall semester, I need to do that now."
"For the love of Mike, Rita. For the love of Mike. You confuse a man. You
mean you expect me to stay at home, to be the housekeeper around here?"
"Alfred... Alfred ... Don't get worked up. Please."
''I'm not worked up!"
"Why don' t you sit down, sweetheart?"
Jake hears the couch springs squeak and walks softly through the kitchen,
pausing at the entrance to the living room where his father sits with his head in
his hands.
"Ohh ... what's the use? I'll never go back to Hankinson's . That was clear
from the get-go, from the moment things went haywire at the park. My life disappeared into that fog, Rita. How's a man to be the breadwinner after something like this? It's gone, something important, the way it all worked together
for me, muscle, know-how, and will, collapsed like a cheap tract house. What
dignity is there for me now?"
"Alfred ..."
"I will work again, I will ...."
"I know you will."
"Even if it's something different, something new."
"I know you will."
She sits down next to him on the davenport, puts her arm around him, and
gives him a squeeze. He sighs, and Jake, his heart beating with fear, sees the old
man start to cry. Rita squeezes him harder. Alfred waves away the handkerchief
she offers him but the sobbing gets worse. Jake is frozen in the entrance way,
staring numbly as Rita leans over and dabs at her husband's eyes with the handkerchief.
"I have an appointment to talk to the superintendent."
"I don't know what I'll be able to do."
"We'll figure it out."
She rises, leans over him, wipes his eyes dry, and kisses him on the forehead.
When Jake and Donna accompanied their mother to the dime-store so she
could get photos for her personnel file, they were vexed by everything she did:
by the silly flourish with which she released the parking brake, by the way she
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kept saying "Goodness!" about the traffic, by her wordless pause at the rear entrance to Kresge's until one of them opened the door for her. Most of all they
were vexed by her polio limp, which seemed not only exaggerated but intentional. It embarrassed them, seemed to symbolize not perseverance but incompetence. They refused to help her figure out how to use the photo booth-3 PRINTS
FOR A QUARTER-which, judging by the pictures lining the outside of it, was
meant mainly for sailors and their girlfriends, not schoolteachers. As Rita
wasted quarter after quarter, continually managing to do something wrong,
winding up with prints that were out of focus, missing half a face or completely
black, Jake and Donna rummaged through a bin of plastic space monster toys,
pretending they didn't know her. When, at last, she emerged from the booth
with three acceptable prints, they hated the way she looked in them: that indeterminate and unnatural set to her features, those sucked-in cheeks and pursed
lips. "You look like you just smelled a fart," Donna said cruelly.
But their mother refused to be fazed in the least by their uncooperativeness.
She just went on with what she was doing, acting neither hurt nor particularly
angry, brushing off her daughter's jibe with a breezy, "How you talk, Donna Jo
Bower!"
Her children knew only the never-say-die optimist, whose polio limp was
more a point of strength than weakness, a daily moral lesson on the value of
perseverance. Only on rare occasions did the limp seem tragic, did their mother
seem vulnerable: for instance, in a moment of fatigue at the end of the day, Rita
slumping into the easy chair and sighing, failing to disguise the slash of pain
across her face. "Donna, push the ottoman over so I can put my feet up. Thanks.
Ohhh ... I think it's time to see Mr. Lukosh again."
And she would take off her heavy, shapeless black shoes, constructed by
Anton Lukosh in his East Dearborn storefront shop that reeked of anise and
rubber. Her left shoe, especially, was a wonder to behold; it looked, to the children, more like a boat than a shoe, built up with five extra black soles and heels
tapered to a blunt V, to compensate for Rita's shorter left leg. Sometimes, with
her foot propped on the ottoman, Rita would ask one of the children to pull off
the shoe. "Carefull y-don't bump the ankle!" And Donna or Jake would have
no choice but to look at the ankle, a swollen mound, big as a fist, criss-crossed
with red and purple veins, too tender, seemingly, to bear even their stares for
more than a second or two. Their mother's weak spot...a mystery calling up, for
Jake and Donna, a time so different from their own, when childhood diseases
stalked the land, when children were seen and not heard ....
But during most of the hours of the day, their mother's smile overshadowed
the limp. The Bower family chugged along-go t out of bed, got ready for
school-o n their mother's relentless optimism. She was rehired by the Dearborn
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school system and became the family breadwinner. And Alfred Bower searched
for a place for himself in the world.
If distance warped the children's perspective on their mother, closeness
played havoc on their relationship with their father. After his defeat as a vacuum
cleaner salesman, Alfred Bower felt one more piece of his manhood slide away.
If only it were mere bitterness that set in, if only mere despair-som e large,
simple emotion within which a measure of dignity was possible. Instead Alfred
became suddenly a spouting geyser of strange feelings. Humiliations were
sharper, sadness more intense. There would be times when, lying on the floor,
eating popcorn, and watching television with the family, some sentimental turn
of plot on Ozzie and Harriet or December Bride would cause great plates of
emotion to shift in him and his chest would heave as though he were having a
grand mal seizure.
On other occasions, an offhand comment by a friend, a word of encouragement, a suggestion, might throw him into unaccountable rage. When Stella
Greenleigh, a neighbor and fellow church member, innocently asked whether
he'd like to earn some extra money babysitting for her father-"Gra mpa Greenleigh," who was going blind-he snapped, "Mind your own goddamn business!" Poor Mrs. Greenleigh couldn't have been more shocked if he'd slapped
her across the mouth.
Jake and Donna fretted over their father, sensed he was emotionally adrift,
feared for him, worried that he would suddenly die ... Russ missiles could reach
Detroit ...
And yet they wished he weren 't around all the time. His domestic presence
was not a comfort, but deeply disturbing. No, he couldn't make them Campbell's soup like their mother could ... but it wasn't just his lack of maternal
savoir-faire that bothered them. It was a neediness in him so loud they could almost hear it gurgling.
Donna hated it when he drove her to her piano lesson. He'd keep trying to
make her laugh, but his jokes were strangely unfunny... like how he'd tap the
brakes as he approached a stoplight, making the car lurch along like an old
buggy wagon. This was meant to cheer her up. She was depressed about piano
lessons now that the young, pretty Miss Paddleford was back at college and the
mother, Mrs. Paddleford, picky and sour, had become her teacher. She'd be lost
in gloomy thought and suddenly feel the car go bumpa bumpa bumpa and she'd
look up and see her father grinning expectantly, more of a child in that moment
than she was, and she'd try to smile, knowing it was important to him. But doing
so only made her more depressed.
At the end of the lesson, Donna, put into a thoroughly bad mood by the
crabby and sour-smelling Mrs. Paddleford, would get into the car to be greeted
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by her father grinding his knuckles into her forearm. This was meant to be affectionate-there he'd be, grinning again, waiting eagerly for her responseand she'd have to swallow her irritation, her impulse to cry "Stop it!" She loved
him terribly in such moments, but he pressed too hard, his knuckles left red
marks on her skin.
The kids and their father were always together now, it seemed. Alfred began doing the grocery shopping and Jake and Donna usually tagged along, if
only because of the Coke machine in the far corner of the Kroger's store, next
to the frozen foods. They'd immediately run off to the corner with their dimes,
Jake carefully stepping only on the blue tiles, Donna keeping to the white. The
dark brown liquid, icy cold in thick, green, eight-ounce bottles, was the best
stuff in the world. They'd meander through the store with their Cokes, scrupulously sticking to their respective tiles as though something important depended
on it, like warding off nuclear war or family disaster. But their father, off shopping, would come upon them and get that horsing-around look on his face and
suddenly there'd come a grapefruit rolling down the aisle at them, or a can of
creamed corn. They'd have no choice but to retrieve the item and plunk it into
the shopping cart, hoping no one was watching.
"Da-a-a-a-d!"
Jake, especially, would suffer fits of embarrassment as he did so, torn in
those moments between the need to stay on the blue squares and the need to
grow up.
But he had to grow up, a process underway that Jake couldn't stop ... didn't
want to stop and yet feared terribly because it felt so lonely, this coming into
manhood. He felt himself coming into it without his father's presence, his father
back there at the supermarket rolling grapefruit down the aisle.
Jake's future lay not in Alfred Bower's direction but in the direction of the
Boy Scouts of America, which he joined in the fall of 1957. His neighbor Craig
Greenleigh, a year older than Jake, was already a first-class Scout; Craig's father brought up the subject to Jake's parents one Sunday morning after church,
condescendingly, Jake thought, feeling his soul shrivel with embarrassment at
Mr. Greenleigh's intimidating, military-style tone. "There are things the boy's
not going to learn from watching Mickey Mouse Club."
"Jake," his mother said, "is this something you'd like to do?"
"Yeah, of course!" Jake felt the need to be tough and rude with his mother
for asking such a soft question ... the idea of a woman, a mom, giving him a
choice, as though men had choices in their lives: Would you like to go to war,
dear? Would you like to fight Adolph Hitler? Every boy in America that wasn't
a mama's boy joined the Boy Scouts ....
Jake became a member of the Flying Eagle Patrol (group call, a shrill
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kreee) of BSA Troop 21 of the city of Dearborn, state of Michigan, United
States of America.
As a Scout citizen, you have the greatest heritage ever given to anyone on
the face of the earth. Every day you enjoy many things that you have done nothing to earn. .. Washington's soldiers, their feet frozen and bleeding in the snow at
Valley Forge, bought freedom for you. Since then thousands of men and women
have given their lives to help keep it. Men faced death at Anzio Beach and
Guadalcanal and other battlefields in Europe and the Pacific, helping to preserve our democratic way of life.
Jake Bower, Candidate Scout, lying sideways across his bed studying the
manual with utter seriousness, trembling at the consciousness behind it, which
explained, with no tolerance for nonsense or doubt, how to fold a flag and whip
a rope and tie a clove-hitch knot; how to stalk prey, dig a pit latrine, stay
morally straight.
Identify and describe ten common weeds of the community and tell how
best to eliminate them. Jake sees himself being grilled by the scoutmaster,
cringes at his impulse to take the dandelion's side ....
And everything about Jake's future, in which he would at last begin to pay
for this precious freedom he has done nothing to earn, is symbolized by the
cover of the Scout manual, the Handbook for Boys: Three young men in Boy
Scout uniforms, their hats cocked with military precision, are sitting amiably
around a campfire. Emerging from the flames, hovering over the Scouts, is a
naked ghost-Indian in full headdress, tautly muscled, steely blue, radiating a
warrior's pride. As Jake's eyes fall into the picture, he realizes the spiritual
stakes of Scouting. There can be no doubt that these young men, confident,
mentally awake, morally straight-perhaps talking at this moment about Daisy
pellet guns or Evinrude outboard motors-are the inheritors of the Indian Spirit,
the spirit of Tecumseh. And Jake wonders whether he is inside the campfire or
outside it, somewhere off in the darkness, shivering, pathetic, ordinary....
On my honor I will do my best to do my duty to God and my country, and to
obey the Scout Law; to help other people at all times; to keep myself physically
strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.
Jake Bower, Candidate Scout, less than a Tenderfoot, an occupant of the
bottom-most rung of a long, long ladder that reaches to First-Class Scout Craig
Greenleigh; to Scoutmaster Grant Hogan; to Marcellus B. Frye, the Mayor of
Dearborn; to ... gosh, a bunch of generals and stuff, all the way up to President
Dwight D. Eisenhower; and beyond him, seemingly, to God, who has His Own
Entry in the index.
Jake is amazed by this. In the Handbook for Boys, a boy about to pay for
the privilege of belonging to a democratic society can look up anything he
needs to know: Artificial Respiration, Attendance Pin, Firearm Safety, Dog
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Bite, Flag Hoisting, Sheepshank Knot, Latrines, Tourniquets, Thrift, Patriotism,
Poison Ivy, Tracking and Stalking, Lost (what to do). And right there in the
middle of it all, no less subordinate to alphabetical order, is ... GOD! Between
Four-Year Program and Good Tum.
George Washington said that morality cannot be lasting without religion. A
morally straight Scout knows how to love and serve God in the way He wants
him to. We are created by God and we owe certain duties to this Heavenly Father of all of us. You learn to perform these spiritual duties in your home and in
your church or synagogue. Some Scouts learn these most important duties in
the schools they attend. On Mt. Sinai God gave Moses the Ten Commandments.
He laid down certain definite Laws for all. Not to steal, not to lie, not to abuse
your body are some of these Laws. Keeping these Commandments is an important step towards being morally straight.
Jake wants so badly to be a good Boy Scout as the fall of 1957 closes
around him ... as things go crazy in Little Rock and the Russians launch Sputnik
and all eleven-year-olds enter sixth grade .... And Rita Bower is back at school
too, working mom, supporting the family ... and Alfred spending more and more
time in the basement of the house, hanging out there, concocting schemes to
reenter the world .... He decides to raise crickets out in the garage to sell for bait.
He also becomes an authority on tricagama wasps and apple cider vinegar...
dozens of Mason jars full of apple cider vinegar stored in the basement now and
Alfred Bower, a self-conscious apostle of the stuff's medicinal qualities.
But Alfred's hand on Jake's life is lighter than ever, so light that elevenyear-old Jake, Candidate Scout, can barely feel it. There is never a question of
Alfred Bower riding herd over his son, toughening him up, teaching him how to
tie a sheepshank knot or demanding anything of his son at all. Alfred's only
comment about the Boy Scouts is: "If that's what the boy wants to do, that's
fine with me."
"Listen up!" shouts Mr. Hogan as the October afternoon turns steely gray,
as the wind turns bitter and homesick boys think about their mothers. "Troop
21.. .fall in!"
Jake, sitting on the bottom step of his cabin at Camp 0-Hi-Asa-h is first
campout!- is idly running his finger across the skin of grease that can't be
rinsed off the aluminum frying pan of his brand new mess kit. He feels a leap of
fear; Scoutmaster Hogan, square-jawed, resolute, wearing a big Boy Scout uniform, brooks no dawdling. And Jake knows that he's heart and soul a dawdler, a
daydreamer, adrift every unoccupied moment of his life in the bottomless contemplation of nothing in particular. Mr. Hogan's voice sheers through this nonsense like a kick in the hindquarters and Jake is up and off the steps, joining the
rush of khaki to the center of the leaf-strewn campground.
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Halfway to the flagpole, he remembers his mess kit, abandoned on the cabin
steps, and turns around into the flow of boys, thinking he should put it away. He
maneuvers upstream, against the oncoming hips and elbows, colliding head-on
with a boy named Spangler. "Hey, gonad!" Spangler snarls, manhandling Jake to
one side. Jake stands motionless as the boys swarm around him, caught between
the dawdling ghost of himself on the steps (still fingering that greasy mess kit
and daydreaming about the dark-haired girl he met last summer at the baseball
diamond), and the young man at erect attention he surely aspires to be.
Forget about the mess kit, he tells himself and dashes towards the line of
boys at attention, getting there last. He pushes his way into the line, between
Craig Greenleigh and a boy named Casetta, who has a deformed right ear.
"Men!" shouts Scoutmaster Hogan, fusing steel into the boys' spines. "It's
almost Saturday night. We're twenty miles from the nearest TV set. Anyone
here care about that? Who here would rather be watching December Bride?"
Nervous, cracked-voice guffaws up and down the line.
"Well we have a little business to take care of... a little business." The scoutmaster's eyes twinkle. "Most of you, I think, will know what I'm talking about.
Most of you have been through this."
Jake is listening intently, alert, erect, morally straight even as the stiff khaki
of his new uniform chafes against his thighs.
The pitch in Scoutmaster Hogan's voice lowers. Now he's dead serious.
"New campers .... One pace forward!"
Jake is listening so hard he misses the meaning of the scoutmaster's order,
not dreaming for a moment that it could concern him. Next to him, Casetta
steps forward, as do about ten other boys out of the group of sixty. Jake looks at
Craig in sudden bewilderment and Craig flicks him forward with a fierce-eyed
whisper, "Jesus, Bower, that's you! Get out there!"
"We have a little something that we do on campouts/' Mr. Hogan continues,
addressing the line of new campers. "We call it an initiation ceremony. Oh, it's
nothing special, nothing to get alarmed about. It's seldom fatal."
Jake laughs along with the others.
"But everyone has to go through it, right, men? It's called the Order of
Siam."
Hoots and cheers go up from the boys behind Jake, who stands at stiff attention, pinching the seams of his trousers.
The dozen first-time campers are told to form a line, pull their neckerchiefs
over their eyes, and loop a finger into the belt of the boy in front of them. As
Jake gropes for Casetta's belt, he hears him laugh nervously and mutter under
his breath, "I wonder what this is all about!"
"Shut up there!" comes a shrill voice from the darkness.
"No talking." This voice is calmer, sterner. One of the dads. It sounds like

240

Hair Trigger 17

Harry Greenleigh, Craig's father, Jake realizes, feeling a burst of homesicknes s.
Suddenly Casetta's belt tugs Jake by the finger. Jake's feet follow, dumb appendages, dragging themselves along the ground, linked only remotely to an intelligent force through the lifeline of finger, belt, finger, belt, finger, belt.... A
line of stumbling fools, Jake thinks as he breathes, over and over, the same hot
breath trapped in his neckerchief. He feels sweat form in a line around his forehead, where the neckerchief is pulled tight; then he feels a branch lightly graze
his forehead and realizes the stumbling fools have entered the woods.
The line lurches unevenly through the underbrush, stopping, starting, colliding with itself, tripping over exposed roots, a line of sightless virgin campers,
moving forward with moans and grunts. Branches spring out of the night,
smacking Jake hard on the forehead or across the bridge of the nose. Casetta, in
front of him, cries, "Ouch! Shit!" An instant later, Jake feels something sharp,
like fingernails, rip at his cheekbone, drawing blood; as he moves relentlessly
forward, the sharpness scratches across his face and pulls at his ear. He stops
and hears himself scream.
"Hold those blackberry vines back," one of the dads commands.
They continue stumbling along, too quickly. A boy near the front of the line
suddenly pitches forward, pulling the rest of the line with him. Jake hears the
commotion, feels Casetta's belt rip away from his finger. For a moment he is
poised on the brink of the void, severed from the distant intelligence that has
been transmitting impulses of movement. But his own momentum and the pressure from behind carry into the void. He trips over Casetta and lands sprawling
in the underbrush, whacking his chin on the heel of the prostrate boy in front of
Casetta.
"Sort 'em out, sort 'em out.. .."
Jake feels a hand on his arm, pulling him roughly to his feet. A gentler hand
on the other side of him eases him back into formation, guides his finger back
to Casetta's belt loop. The line is moving again, more slowly now, allowing
Jake time to feel the sweat on his wounds. His forefinger aches terribly. He
wants to stop ... rip the blindfold off his face and go home. He wants to be watching December Bride with his sister, feels the desire to be doing this so keenly
he's ready to cry, but at the same time he fills with loathing at his softness. The
line lurches on through the underbrush until Jake becomes numb to time, numb
to the humiliating shouts and laughter from the rest of the Scouts and their dads,
numb even to his pain ... aware only of the terrible tug on his right forefinger and
the stumbling incompetenc e of his feet.
Then they stop. Suddenly, all at once, like a buckling train.
Jake pushes into the back of Casetta's head and smells the Vitalis on his
hair. After a moment, he pulls his throbbing forefinger out of the boy's belt loop
and cradles it in his other hand. The stillness is eerie, tangible, more unsettling
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than the lurching movement of the line. Somewhere he hears the crackle of fire.
When he turns his face to the sound he can make out, through his blindfold, fingers of dancing light.
"This is the Order of Siam," intones a voice from somewhere beyond the
flames. An unknown voice, a boy's voice, trying to sound like a man's.
"Listen ..." says a second voice.
"Listen and walk. We will lead you around the fire."
"When you understand, raise your hand."
"Let the chanting begin ..."
And Jake feels a push from behind. He grabs blindly for Casetta, his hand
finally slapping against the back of the boy's shirt, which is sopping wet. He
gropes for Casetta's belt and slips his finger back into a loop. They 're moving in
a circle now. Jake feels the campfire caress one side of his face. Then out of the
night comes a drone, low, plaintive, urgent.
"O-WAHHHHHH ..."
Jake is bedeviled. He has never heard anything like this sound, but immediately conjures up an image of the Great Indian Spirit, Tecumseh, rising out of
the flames, hovering over this gathering of boys at Camp O-Hi-Asa. The drone
returns.
"TAH-NAAAHHH ..."
Then a long pause. Within the pause a boy laughs, someone barks, "Shut
up!" and half a dozen boys burst into stifled laughter. Jake and the others continue moving blindly in a circle. Crickets chirp and the campfire crackles. Then
comes a third sound, louder and more plaintive, a pent-up crescendo of voices.
"SI-AMMMMMMMMM ..."
The sound hums in the night.
As the echo fades, one of the Scouts, his lone voice thin and scratchy in the
immense darkness, says again, "When you know, raise your hand."
Jake, trudging around the fire, his finger looped in Casetta's belt, screws his
mind in fierce concentration, struggling to understand. Slowly the droning syllables are chanted again, louder, faster. They reverberate off the treetops. No doubt
they're Indian words. What can they mean? Jake fishes desperately for inspiration, for a plausible guess. Maybe something from the Handbook/or Boys, something about God or self-reliance or moral straightness. He stumbles on a root.
Obviously some of the boys are getting it. Jake can feel the line stop, hear
whispers, laughter, shouts of congratulations. A slow horror starts to grow in the
pit of his stomach: Tecumseh is speaking to them but not to me. He concentrates harder, but all he can come up with is "I'm a good camper"-a stab so
lame he doesn't dare raise his hand.
"O-waaaahhh ...."
"Tah-naaahhh ...."
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"SI-ammmm!"
More boys get it. The circle of stumbling initiates grows smaller. Jake's
neckerchief slips below his eyes and he sees that only he, Casetta, and one other
boy are left. Terrified that he will be disqualified for peeking, he tries to shoulder the blindfold back in place without letting go of Casetta's belt. He hears a
sharp laugh from the crowd of onlookers and, in panic and humiliation, gives up
on the blindfold and simply closes his eyes. Just before he does so, he sees the
third neophyte- silhouette d against the campfire- wave his hand wildly.
Now it's just him and Casetta.
"Hey, Bower!" someone shouts. "Bower and Casetta! Two geniuses!" Jake
doesn't recognize the voice.
"O-waahh ... "
"Tah-naahh ... "
"Si-amm!"
"O-waahh ... "
"Tah-naahh ... "
"Si-amm!"
Suddenly Casetta mutters, "Oh Jesus!" and stops like someone struck in the
forehead by a BB. Jake hears him whisper something hoarsely to one of the onlooking Boy Scouts, who calls out, "Casetta's got it!" Casetta steps out of line
and Jake feels a wrenching loneliness, as though he's just been abandoned by
his closest friend. He stands still. There's no circle left for him to walk around
in. His face flushes and idiotically, he pulls the blindfold back over his eyes.
"Hey, Jake, come on, it's easy," he hears Craig Greenleigh say, then feels
the boy's hand on his shoulder. Tears boil from Jake's eyes-tear s mercifully
hidden by the blindfold.
The chanting speeds up. "O-wah tah-nah Si-am ... o-wah tah-nah Si-am ...
O-wah tah-nah Si-am ..."
The sound is relentless, more incomprehensible than ever. His voice feeble
and pathetic, he finally asks, "Does it have anything to do with camping, like
being a good camper?"
The laughter roars down on him .... It's the biggest joke anyone has ever told
and he's the stupidest Boy Scout who ever lived ....
Jake yanks off his blindfold, revealing hideously puffed-up eyes, and faces
his tormentors. "I give up. I don't know what the heck you're saying!"
"Do it slowly for him, men," says Scoutmaster Hogan.
"OHHHHHHH ...."
Silence.
"WHAT... AN ... ASS ... I...AM ... Oh wah tah nah Siam .... Oh what an ass I
am ... Oh what an ass I am ..."
Jake drops his eyes and stares into the roaring fire. Only when someone in
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the distance cries, "He still doesn't know!" does Jake find the will to speak.
"Oh what an ass I am."
It comes out as a public confession.
And then it's all over and they head back to camp, Jake not speaking a word
to anyone but aware of the presence of Craig Greenleigh and his father hovering
somewhere over his shoulder.
There's a metallic clang, a shout. The first boy to the cabin has stumbled in
the darkness against Jake's abandoned mess kit. The sound pierces Jake as he
remembers the moment he left it there and sees himself idly fingering the
grease in the frying pan, oblivious to his pending humiliation. The image shakes
him with confusion and suddenly he thinks about his own father, his absent father, and hears him say, "If that's what the boy wants to do, it's fine with me."
Jake feels something hard and cold inside himself tum against the man who
said that.
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"Hair Trigger walks away with first prize. The magazine is of the highest quality ... The writing
is thoughtful, realistic, sensual, exciting, and within the vein of the best traditions of American
literature ... exhibiting a high level of professionalism and seriousness ... full of solid, memorable
surprises ... a most pleasant experience to run across such a variety of themes and subject
matters within a single magazine."
From judge's comments on 1993 First Place Award to Hair Trigger 14, in the
Associated Writing Programs (AWP) national competition for literary magazines
"Some of the best writing we've seen ... Each story is fresh, evolving with its own energy, its own
design. There is no reliance on formulae or quick tricks. The writing is blessedly unselfconscious
and full of human understanding ... imagery is quick, clear, powerful ... Language use is almost
flawless."
From judge's comments on Medalist Award to Hair Tri,gger 13, in the Columbia
University Scholastic Press Association (CSPA) 1991 national competifion
"Big, energetic, original throughout ... Some of the best work we've seen ... exhibiting precise,
cerebral concepts in writing."
From judges' comments, Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines (CCLM) 1985
national contest, in which Hair Trigger 8 was awarded first prize as best college
literary magazine in the country
"Superior fiction ... One great strength of most of this writing is its unrelenting realism ... large
doses for a CSPA judge who has tired of reading about unicorns, rainbows, lollipops and BMW's
. .. a great and jolting tonic. I love it that your writers do not blanch before words or topics which
would send Jesse Helms into Code Blue."
From judge's comments, CSPA 1990 national competition, in which Hair Trigger
12 won a Silver Crown Award
"I'm impressed with the quality of the writing ... and the clear sense your editors had in organizing the anthology of stories into an aesthetic whole .... what's striking in all of ... [these
stories] is the close attention to character."
From judge's comments, First Place Gold Crown Award to Hair 'lhgger 14 in the
CSPA 1992 national competition
"Excellent prose writing. Serious professional concerns."
From judges' comments, CCLM 1979 national contest, in which Hair Trigger 3
was awarded first prize as best college literary magazine in the country
"Both books [The Story Workshop Reader and Angels In My Oven] are fascinating and impressive evidence of the success of your [Story] Workshop methods. A sense of life, a sense of literary
process being ripened and developed, quickens nearly every piece I read. These are clearly
students bringing the besf of their powers to bear on the writing task while those powers are
being extended in a most wonderful variety of directions. The discipline rises from the vigorous
immersion of the writers with their material-as it should."
R. V. Cassill, Brown University
Author of Dr. Cobb's Game and The Goss Women
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